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THE DESIGN FROM THE ORIGINAL  
WEST END PRODUCTION

Once the New London Theatre, previously used as a television 
studio, had been chosen as the venue for the CATS London 
opening, a designer had to be found to transform it into a unique 
setting for the show.

JOHN NAPIER
John Napier has designed Starlight Express, Les Miserables, 
Miss Saigon, Sunset Boulevard and the recent revival of Jesus 
Christ Superstar. He has created numerous other designs for 
theatre and for the Steven Spielberg movie Hook.

John Napier came on board due to his long working relationship 
with Trevor Nunn. He found the concept of the musical a strange 
idea and had the unique challenge of designing a show with 
no script to work from. Trevor Nunn wanted him to create an 
‘environment’ for the cats to exist in, and he was inspired by 
seeing a derelict site, with a fallen billboard and scrapped cars, 
which formed a wasteland that could be a playground for cats. 
He was also aware he needed to produce designs featuring a flat 
open space for dancing and lots of different levels and places 
where the cats could hide away or appear from. He decided to 
scale everything up, so that the human performers would appear 
as cat sized and have items around on the rubbish dump that 
could be used as props or costumes for performing the different 
poems. The New London Theatre itself influenced the design. The 

stage is virtually in the round, there is no proscenium arch, and the 
stage has a revolve; all of this was incorporated into the design, 
so the whole theatre became part of the cats’ environment, not 
just the stage.

John Napier became very involved in the collaborative process 
of the show alongside everyone else. Many of the costume 
designs were influenced by watching rehearsals, the dancers in 
their motley collections of dancewear, leg warmers and gloves, 
and the way certain characters moved, for example Bustopher 
Jones’ walk influenced the design of his coat. Elements of the 
cats’ names also suggested the colours and textures of their 
costumes. Every cat had to have a wig as well as a costume and 
make-up was used to unify the two and support the personality 
and character of the cat. John Napier’s involvement extended to 
doing everything, especially in the final run up to the first preview 
– cutting wigs, spraying costumes and demonstrating to the 
performers how to apply their make-up, often working all night to 
get everything right.

John Napier’s designs have had to be adapted and developed 
for different theatres around the world, especially when the show 
goes on tour and must travel from theatre to theatre in six forty-
foot trucks. CATS has now appeared in all types of theatre, 
including proscenium arch and thrust stage, and each time the 
same magical environment is created, enabling the musical to 
come alive.
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