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Cats in Literature 
 

 

Dates Thursdays 10, 17, 24, 31 January and 7, 14 February 2019 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

There are many cats prowling through the fiction, myths and fables, poetry and philosophical essays 
of Western literature. They might talk or wear human clothes, keep company with witches, symbolise 
human characteristics, or slip, sleek and graceful, through human life in their own independent way. 
This course explores cats in Western literature and considers how humans imagine them and write 
about them. 

For humans, cats often seem to be duplicitous creatures; they are by turns aloof and affectionate, 
killer and pet, wilfully independent and self-indulgently home-loving, vicious and docile. Such 
contrariness has inspired many different ideas about cats, and across history they have been perceived 
as cherished pets, associates of the devil, symbols of female sensuality and sexual depravity, and 
anthropomorphic moralisers, and they are, accordingly, both loved and reviled in Western culture. 
This course traces such imaginings of cats in literature, asking what makes cats so fascinating, 
appealing and unsettling. 

H. P. Lovecraft celebrated the “free soul” of cats, and Chateaubriand their “almost ungrateful 
character”; join us to discover these and many other ways that humans imagine cats in writing. 

 
 

 

Week One: Cats in myth, metaphor and fable 

We will discuss cats in myth and fable, including the Egyptian goddess Bast (or Bastet), Aesop’s tales 

and Rudyard Kipling’s ‘The Cat Who Walked by Himself’ from The Just So Stories, to survey – briefly 

– the changing history of how we have imagined cats as symbols and as inhabitants of our homes. 

We will also discuss H. P. Lovecraft’s essay ‘Cats and Dogs’ to consider how our imaginings of and 

with cats structure cultural metaphors about ourselves, and how these ways of thinking affect the 

lives of cats. 

 

Week Two: Cruelty to and by Cats   

For humans, cats are not only pets and effective rodent controllers, they are vicious killers of garden 

birds and symbols of evil, and at the same time, easy targets for horrible cruelty. We will consider 

conceptions of cruelty and forms of cruelty to cats, and ask if cats are themselves cruel. We will also 
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discuss examples of cruelty to and by cats in poetry and fiction, and literary cats as symbolic of both 

perpetrators and victims of cruelty in Art Spiegelman’s Maus and Eugene Trivizas’ The Last Black Cat.  

 

Week Three: Cats and women 

There is a longstanding association between the feline and the feminine. Bastet was, among various 

duties, goddess of maternity and the home, while in Mediaeval Europe cats – along with toads, hares 

and other animals – were witches’ familiars. By the 19th century, cats were functioning as figurations 

of female beauty, danger, wilfulness and perversity, sexuality and promiscuity. This week we will 

consider relationships between representations of cats and women in Baudelaire’s ‘The Cat’, a 

Victorian morality tale called ‘Pussy’s road to ruin’, and Don Marquis’ verse narrative Archy and 

Mehitabel. 

 

Week Four: Talking cats 

Language is often considered to be the marker of an absolute distinction between humans and all 

other animals. Language makes it possible for us to tell stories about who and what we think we are, 

while other animals are treated as having no stories to tell and no language to tell them in. Literary 

talking animals may, then, be anthropomorphic creatures who speak only of human concerns and 

interests. This week we will discuss some of literature’s more famous talking cats – Saki’s Tobermory, 

the Cheshire cat in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, and Beatrix Potter’s Tom Kitten – to consider 

what they might say about humans. 

 

Week Five: Independent cats  

This week we will consider literature which perceives cats as beings with their own life-stories and 

catly interests and concerns, and which attempts to represent a cat’s independent point of view. 

Reading Ernst Thompson’s short story ‘Slum Cat’ and Sheila Burnford’s The Incredible Journey, we 

will consider the forms and difficulties of such writing, and think about any similarities and differences 

between Burnford’s literary animals and Disney’s two film versions of them. 

 

Week Six: Philosophers’ Cats 

Non-human animals make frequent appearances in philosophical and critical writing; they provide a 

shorthand method of representing human conundrums, and cats often feature in philosophers’ tales 

about concepts of independence, free will and responsibility. Jacques Derrida meditates on such 

matters in The Animal That Therefore I Am after a naked encounter with his cat in the bathroom one 

morning, while Hélène Cixous, after rescuing a doomed bird, struggles with the discovery that she has 

chosen mastery of her cat over equality. This week we will consider the nature of our relationships 

with other animals, and debate the nature of human responsibility to them in Joy Adamson’s Born 

Free. 

 

 
 

Tutors 

This course is led by Dr Catherine Parry. Catherine lectures at the University of Lincoln and writes on 
animals in literature. She has authored Other Animals in Twenty-first Century Fiction (2017) and 
further work on science fiction, rurality in British fiction, and the environment and farming in British 
shepherd’s calendar life-writing. At present, she is researching relationships between humans and 
captive chimpanzees in life-writing and popular science-writing. 
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Required Reading 

 

Week One 

·         Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Cat Who Walked by Himself’, in The Just So Stories 
·         H. P. Lovecraft, ‘Cats and Dogs’, in Something About Cats and Other Pieces, ed. August 

Derleth (Sauk City, WI: Arkham House, 1949). (available at: 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Cats_and_Dogs) 

 

Week Two: 

·         Eugene Trivizas, The Last Black Cat (2001) 
·         Art Spiegleman, Maus (1986) 
 

Week Three: 
·         Don Marquis, The Lives and Times of Archy and Mehitabel (1916) 
 

Week Four: 
·        Saki, Tobermory (1912) 
·        Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland (1865) 

 
Week Five: 

·         Ernst Thompson Seton, ‘Slum Cat’, in Animal Heroes, 1905  
·         Sheila Burnford, The Incredible Journey (1960) 

 
Week Six: 

·         Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am (Chapter one in The Animal That 
Therefore I Am) (2008) 

·         Joy Adamson, Born Free (1960) 
 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at the start of each session.  
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