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BACKGROUND OF CATS
TS ELIOT – HIS LIFE AND WRITINGS 
Thomas Stearns Eliot is widely regarded as one of our greatest 
writers. Whilst mostly noted for his poetry, he also wrote verse 
plays and a range of literary and social criticism. He received many 
honours and distinctions for his writing, including the Nobel Prize 
for Literature and a posthumous Tony Award for CATS (1983).

Eliot had a lifelong affection for cats, often sending letters 
and poems about his own cat to his godson, Tom Faber, and 
making up unusual or outlandish names for cats for friends – 
and complete strangers! Practical Cats was originally going to 
include poems about consequential dogs as well and Mr Eliot’s 
Book of Pollicle Dogs and Jellicle Cats was advertised in Faber & 
Faber’s 1936 Spring catalogue. Eliot felt, however, that it would 
be “impolite to wrap cats up with dogs” and the book became 
only about cats.  The reason the book was eventually titled Old 
Possum’s Book of Practical Cats is that Possum was Eliot’s alias 
amongst his friends.

Most of the poems were written between 1936 and 1938, during 
a time when cats were owned to be useful – to keep down mice 
– as much as just pets. This was a time when a different class 
system existed and when the pace of life was very different to the 
present day.

Eliot’s cat poems were mainly set in London, but one that we 
would not recognise. Many of the cats were modelled on other 
literary figures (Macavity is styled on Moriarty, the infamous villain 
who challenged Sherlock Holmes, and Skimbleshanks is inspired 
by Rudyard Kipling’s The Long Trail) and some poems Eliot 
wrote with music in mind. Grizabella, the Glamour Cat remained 
incomplete and unpublished as Eliot felt it was becoming too sad 
for his intended youthful audience.

Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats was first published in 
October 1939, with illustrations by Eliot himself on the cover, at 
3 shillings and sixpence a copy. Today they are recognised as 
classics and have been translated into many other languages.  
Macavity, the Mystery Cat was selected as number 66 in a BBC 
poll of the Nation’s favourite poem in 1995, and the popularity 
of the musical CATS has sustained the worldwide interest in the 
original poems. 

TS ELIOT TIMELINE – 
HIS LIFE AND IMPORTANT WORKS 
1888 	 TS Eliot born in Saint Louis, Missouri, US.

1906-1909 	 Undergraduate at Harvard University.

1909-1910 	� Post-graduate at Harvard. Early writing, including 
the beginning of Prufrock.

1910-1911 	� Studied at the Sorbonne in Paris and in Germany. 
Completed Prufrock.

1911-1914 	 Returned to study at Harvard.

1914-1915 	� Further study in Germany interrupted by the First 
World War. Continued studying at Merton College, 
Oxford. Prufrock (verse) published in Chicago.

1915 	 Married to Vivien Haugh-Wood.

1915-1920 	� Settled in England and taught in two schools 
before working for Lloyds Bank and as a magazine 
assistant editor. Eliot continued to write whilst 
working for the bank. In 1917, The Love Song of 
Alfred J Prufrock (verse) was published in London.

1921-1922 	� Worked as a correspondent for The Dial. Founded 
The Criterion, which he edited until 1939.

1922 	 �The Wasteland (verse) published – his most famous 
work.

1927 	� Confirmed in the Church of England and became a 
naturalised British Citizen.

1930 	 Ash Wednesday (verse) published.

1932 	 Selected Essays (literary criticism) published.

1935 	� Verse play, Murder in the Cathedral, commissioned 
for the Canterbury Festival.

1939 	� The Family Reunion (play), Old Possum’s Book of 
Practical Cats (verse) and The Idea of a Christian 
Society (social criticism) published.

1943 	 �The Four Quartets (verse), generally regarded as 
his masterpiece, first published as a single work.

1947 	 Death of Vivien, Eliot’s wife, after a long illness.

1948	� Received the Order of Merit – bestowed by King 
George VI. Awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.

1957 	 Married Valerie Fletcher.

1958 	 The Elder Statesman (play) published.

1965 	� January – Eliot died in London. There is a memorial 
to him in Poet’s Corner, Westminster Abbey.


