
Old Possums Of Practical Cats

Old Possums of Practical Cats is a charming collection of whimsical poems by T.S. Eliot, first published in
1939. This delightful work introduces readers to a variety of feline characters, each with distinct
personalities and quirks. The collection has not only captivated the hearts of children but has also enchanted
adults, becoming a beloved piece of literature that continues to influence popular culture, including the
famous musical "Cats." In this article, we will explore the themes, characters, and cultural impact of Old
Possums of Practical Cats, delving into the enchanting world Eliot created through his playful and clever
verses.



The Theme of Cat Lives and Personalities

T.S. Eliot's Old Possums of Practical Cats is a celebration of the diverse personalities found within the feline
world. Each poem introduces a different cat, showcasing their unique traits and lifestyles. The overarching
theme is a lighthearted exploration of the lives of these cats, reflecting both their individuality and the
broader human condition.

Personification of Cats

One of the most striking features of Eliot's work is the personification of cats. Eliot imbues each character
with human-like traits, allowing readers to connect with them on a personal level. Here are a few notable
examples:

1. Macavity – The Mystery Cat: A master of deception, Macavity embodies the archetype of the clever
villain. His ability to evade capture and his cunning nature make him a memorable character.

2. Mr. Mistoffelees – The Conjuring Cat: This character represents magic and mystery, showcasing the
playful side of feline behavior. His magical abilities captivate both the other characters and the audience.

3. Old Deuteronomy – The Wise Cat: Serving as a paternal figure, Old Deuteronomy symbolizes wisdom
and authority. His presence is comforting, and he acts as a guide for the other cats.

These personifications allow readers to reflect on their own experiences with cats, making the poems
relatable and engaging.

Humor and Wit

Eliot’s use of humor is another essential aspect of Old Possums of Practical Cats. His clever wordplay and
witty observations bring a lighthearted tone to the poems, making them enjoyable for readers of all ages.
For example, the poem titled "The Old Gumbie Cat" humorously portrays a cat named Jennyanydots, who,
despite her lazy demeanor, finds time to manage her household and teach the mice in her home. This
duality of laziness and responsibility creates a humorous contradiction that resonates with readers.

Character Analysis

The characters in Old Possums of Practical Cats are not just figments of Eliot's imagination; they represent
various archetypes found in society. Each cat serves as a mirror to human traits and behaviors, providing



insight into the complexity of personalities.

Notable Characters

1. Skimbleshanks – The Railway Cat: This diligent cat ensures that everything runs smoothly on the train.
He embodies the theme of responsibility and hard work, representing the unsung heroes of everyday life.

2. Growltiger – The Cat of the River: A pirate cat with a fierce reputation, Growltiger explores themes of
bravery and adventure. His larger-than-life persona captures the imagination, making him a captivating
character.

3. Bustopher Jones – The Cat About Town: Bustopher is the epitome of sophistication and social standing.
His love for fine dining and luxurious living adds a touch of elegance to the collection.

These characters not only entertain but also provoke thought about the different roles and personas that
exist within society.

Cultural Impact of Old Possums of Practical Cats

Since its publication, Old Possums of Practical Cats has left a lasting legacy in literature and the arts. The
whimsical nature of Eliot's poems has inspired various adaptations, most notably the famous musical "Cats,"
composed by Andrew Lloyd Webber.

Musical Adaptation: Cats

The musical "Cats," which premiered in 1981, brought Eliot's characters to life on stage and introduced
them to a new generation of fans. The adaptation retained the essence of Eliot's poems while incorporating
music and choreography to enhance the storytelling. Key aspects of the musical include:

- Iconic Songs: Many songs, such as "Memory," became instant classics, contributing to the show's success.
- Innovative Staging: The production featured unique staging techniques, allowing the audience to
experience the feline world in a dynamic way.
- Cultural Phenomenon: "Cats" became one of the longest-running musicals in Broadway history,
solidifying Eliot's influence on modern theater.

The success of the musical led to renewed interest in Eliot's original work, resulting in further adaptations,
including films and revivals.



Influence on Literature and Arts

Eliot's Old Possums of Practical Cats has influenced a wide range of artists and writers. The playful style
and whimsical characters have inspired:

- Children's Literature: Many authors have drawn from Eliot's work to create their own stories about
animals, using humor and personification to engage young readers.
- Illustrations and Visual Arts: The vibrant personalities of Eliot's cats have sparked the imagination of
illustrators, leading to various artistic interpretations of the characters.
- Popular Culture: References to Eliot's cats can be found in movies, television shows, and other forms of
media, showcasing the timeless appeal of his work.

Conclusion

Old Possums of Practical Cats is more than just a collection of whimsical poems; it is a rich tapestry of
character, humor, and insight into the feline world. T.S. Eliot's clever use of personification and wit allows
readers to connect with the characters on a profound level. The cultural impact of this work is undeniable,
as it has inspired countless adaptations and continues to resonate with audiences today.

Through the lens of Eliot's cats, we gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of personality and the
whimsical nature of life itself. As we celebrate the charm of Eliot's Old Possums of Practical Cats, we are
reminded of the joy that literature can bring, making it a timeless treasure in the canon of children's
literature and beyond. The enchanting world of Eliot's practical cats invites us to embrace our own quirks
and celebrate our individuality, ensuring that their legacy will endure for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats'?
'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats' is a collection of whimsical poems by T.S. Eliot, published in 1939, that
describes a variety of feline characters in a humorous and imaginative way.

Who is the most famous cat featured in the book?
The most famous cat from the book is probably Mr. Mistoffelees, often referred to as the 'Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees,' known for his magical abilities and charm.



How has 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats' influenced popular culture?
The book has significantly influenced popular culture, most notably through the musical adaptation 'Cats' by
Andrew Lloyd Webber, which brought the poems to a wider audience.

What themes are explored in 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats'?
Themes in the book include individuality, the quirks of personality, and the humorous aspects of feline
behavior, often reflecting human traits and societal norms.

What is the significance of the title 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats'?
The title suggests a whimsical, informal collection of stories from an older, wise perspective, with 'Possum'
being a playful term that reflects affection and familiarity.

Are the characters in 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats' based on real
cats?
Yes, many characters in the book are inspired by Eliot's own cats and those of his friends, showcasing their
unique traits and personalities in a playful manner.

How did T.S. Eliot come up with the idea for the book?
T.S. Eliot originally wrote the poems for children, inspired by his own cats and the cats of his friends,
aiming to entertain and evoke the charm of feline life.

What is the structure of the poems in 'Old Possum's Book of Practical
Cats'?
The poems are structured in a playful, rhythmic style, often featuring rhymes and meter that enhance the
whimsical nature of the characters and their stories.

Has 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats' received any adaptations?
Yes, in addition to the highly successful musical 'Cats,' the book has inspired various performances,
illustrations, and even adaptations into animated and theatrical productions.

What age group is 'Old Possum's Book of Practical Cats' suitable for?
The book is suitable for all ages, particularly children and families, as its playful language and imaginative
themes resonate with both young readers and adults.
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