




The Victorian Cat 
 

hen I began collecting Victorian ephemera, I was confidently looking forward to gathering lots of lovely 
illustrations of Victorian cats.  I soon found that “lovely” pictures of Victorian cats were few, far between—
and consequently hideously expensive.  It seems that cats, like so many other things in the Victorian era, 

went through quite a period of “transition” in the 19th century.   
 It’s hard to imagine a day when cats weren’t popular or beloved as pets.  Yet in the early Victorian period, 
cats were regarded as barely more than wild animals, suitable for catching mice but hardly pets to be pampered or 
even allowed in the better parts of one’s home.  One’s mouser might find a place in the kitchen, but certainly not 
in the parlor.  I’ve come across several articles in Victorian magazines written by cat lovers who have found that 
they need to “defend” their preference—including the article in this issue, which dates to 1890.  For much of the 
Victorian era, dogs ruled supreme as the household pet, and cats skulked in the stable-yard. 
 This attitude toward cats shows up strongly in Victorian artwork.  Most depictions of cats before the 1880’s 
tend to be unflattering, to say the least.  Most commonly, cats are depicted as feral and vicious, often with a snarl 
on the face, and not in the least cuddly or attractive.  Even the wonderful animal artist Harrison Weir, who 
actually founded the very first cat club in Britain, never could quite capture the cat in his artwork.  Weir could 
draw wonderful, expressive dogs and a host of other creatures, but his cats rarely resemble the real thing—and 
rarely look like something you’d want to pick up and cuddle or allow near your children.   
 Fortunately for our feline friends, things began to change as the century drew to a close.  (I suppose “drew” 
could be a pun here, given that one can see the change in attitude toward cats, literally, in how they were drawn!)  
Artists like Henriette Ronner began to portray cats in a positive light; her cats are cute, cuddly, and utterly natural.  
A bit later, Helena Maguire began the trend toward anthropomorphizing cats, depicting cats engaged in a variety 
of human activities such as mixing Christmas puddings or ice-skating.  Her cats often wore ribbons and bows, but 
no clothing—but fully dressed cats were soon to follow.  (Actually, they had already appeared, though rarely; the 
1875 book Mrs. Mouser’s Tea Party is a delightful collection of very, very dressy cats!) 
 One of the biggest names in Victorian cat art was, of course, Louis Wain (who illustrated, with remarkable 
restraint, the article in this issue).  Wain certainly qualifies as a “Victorian” artist, but his better-known comical 
cats began to appear around the turn of the century.  (Watch for more of Wain’s cats in our December issue!)  
Wain’s cats were often fully clothed, and engaged in a variety of human behaviors.  Yet, comical as they may 
have been, they remained still quite clearly cats—with expressions that cat lovers everywhere will recognize. 
 Wain coined the phrase “Catland” to describe the new, turn-of-the-century fascination with cats, and the 
growing trend to depict cats as fully clothed and just about fully human.  (To find out more about “Catland,” I 
recommend the book The Catland Companion, by John Silvester and Anne Mobbs; it is packed with wonderful 
illustrations.)  More artists began jumping onto the cat bandwagon, including Arthur Thiele, whose marvelous 
postcards depicted kittens in school, cats cooking up a meal of fried mice in the kitchen, cats playing tennis, and a 
lovely series of cats wearing elegant hats.  
 It’s tempting to attempt to draw some connections between the evolution of cats in Victorian society and 
concurrent changes in the roles of women.  Such connections may not be totally fanciful (though I doubt anyone 
has ever done a study of the matter.)  Cats are often associated with the feminine branch of society; even today, 
cats are more often viewed as a woman’s pet rather than a man’s.  Cats are regarded as independent and non-
obedient (compared to, say, dogs)—qualities that were certainly not highly regarded in the early Victorian woman 
(or, really, the early Victorian of either gender).  As the independence and individuality of women became not 
only more common but more socially acceptable, one sees a similar acceptance of these characteristics in the cat.  
As the Victorian woman begins to be able to “walk by herself,” so, then, does the Victorian cat.  The cat, like the 
woman, is no longer a mere servant to the household, its role being to catch mice and nothing more. 
 Again, perhaps this is merely a fanciful conjecture—but it’s an interesting coincidence.  Perhaps, one day, 
some college will offer a course not only in Victorian women’s studies, but in a study of Victorian women and 
their cats.  In the meantime, thank goodness we have the wonderful artwork of Wain and Thiele and others to 
show us a side of cats we’ve always suspected, but never seen! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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