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Abstract: The cat is now one of the most popular pets in the Netherlands, but 
it was once much maligned. The development of the European cat as a pet 
in general followed a trajectory from outcast with wealthy ladies as its sole 
ally, via idiosyncratic nobles and romantics, to the beloved and subversive 
muse of artists and creatives. The history of the French, English, and American 
cats has received attention in the past, but that of the Dutch cat has not. 
This latter history took a somewhat different turn, as is shown in this article. 
In the Netherlands the cat was adopted in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century by the bourgeois and urban elite as well as by socialists, feminists, 
and avantgarde artists. The class-adjacent cultural tug of war that ensued 
about the cat was eventually won by the latter groups. These counter-cultural 
movements saw the cat as emblematic of their cultural position as creatives 
and people at the edge of society, linking the recalcitrant and enigmatic 
character of cats to their own idiosyncrasies. This association was to persist 
in the Netherlands and is mirrored today in the mainly left-wing political 
orientation of the Dutch cat-owner.
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While the cultural status of cats has been on the up 
and up for the past century and a half, their ecologi-
cal reputation has recently taken a hit.1 Despite their 
overwhelming popularity as media icons, cats have 

not — in stark contrast to almost every other living animal — bene-
fited from the growing public interest in nature and nature conser-
vation. Indeed, the opposite is true: this recent upsurge in (media) 
attention for ecology and sustainability has been quite detrimental 
to the domestic cat’s reputation, as evidenced by the ongoing de-
bate on the harm caused by domestic cats to nature and biodiver-
sity. Both academic scholarship and bestselling books, such as Cat 
Wars: The Devastating Consequences of a Cuddly Killer and The Lion in 
the Living Room: How House Cats Tamed Us and Took Over the World 
(both published in 2016), not to mention the media, have recently 
begun to frame the domestic cat as a threat to wildlife.2 In the Neth-
erlands, this discussion is fuelled by the “Huiskat Thuiskat” [House 
Cat, Indoor Cat] foundation, which, backed by various members of 
the Dutch scientific community, seeks jurisdiction that will prohibit 
cats from roaming freely outdoors.

These accusations against cats are not new: the main reason 
for the cats’ late adoption as pets in the late nineteenth century, 
was their penchant for killing birds. Despite this bad press, legis-
lation protecting cats from abuse or murder was introduced in 
most Western European countries, including the Netherlands, in 
the second half of the nineteenth century. This was an important 
milestone in the cat’s long and winding journey from maligned 
scapegoat to beloved companion animal. The history of this 
journey — and of the shifting human–animal relationship it signi-
fies — has been explored in various Western contexts, but so far 
there has been little sustained investigation into the history of the 
Dutch cat. This is surprising given the socio-political context of 

1 The arguments in this article are based on research previously undertaken by one of 
the authors and published in Dutch: Ronnes and Van de Ven, “Van dakaas tot schoot-
poes”; Ronnes, “De subversieve huiskat”; and Ronnes “De anti-hond”.

2 See e.g. Loss et al., “Free-Ranging Domestic Cats”; Loss et al., “Review and Synthesis”; 
Trouwborst and Somsen, “Domestic Cats”; Marra and Santella, Cat Wars; Tucker, Lion 
in the Living Room.
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the Netherlands, through which an idiosyncratic type of cat began 
to emerge. Its changing position in nineteenth-century society is 
to an extent congruent with that of French, British, and American 
cats, as discussed by Kathleen Kete, Harriet Ritvo, and Katherine 
Grier, in that it is intertwined with issues of class and cultural pro-
duction.3 However, the agents of change in the Netherlands — art-
ists, both traditional and avantgarde, members of the elite, and 
prominent socialists and feminists — gave rise to a qualitatively 
different and peculiarly Dutch idea of the cat, which has proven to 
be exceptionally robust and enduring. This cultural construction 
notwithstanding, however, there are also aspects of cats’ behav-
iour which, as we will show, would allow them to be characterized 
as agents of change in their own right. After all, cats are endowed 
with a certain autonomy that makes them unpredictable and per-
haps less subject to the whims of the systems organizing human 
social and cultural life than, for example, the dog (the cat’s prin-
cipal rival for human affection), might be. Thus, it would be a mis-
take to understand the question of agency in the human–animal 
relations presented hereafter as a one-way street: it is precisely the 
specific behavioural character of cats that underpins their adop-
tion by the avantgarde and socialist pillar of Dutch society. Based 
on big data analyses of historical newspapers and the study of 
contemporary literature and art, this article analyses human–fe-
line relationships and traces the birth of a quintessentially Dutch 
cat some 150 years ago. The next section will start with a history 
of the cat in the pre-nineteenth-century Dutch Republic.

Pawing the Line: Early-Modern Dutch Cats 

Several behavioural and affective qualities of cats as a species have 
ensured that there has always been a small but dedicated core of fol-
lowers in the Low Countries.4 Their glossy fur drew admiring looks; 
their ears and big eyes were considered charming. Especially the fact 
that they were useful in the household and in the barn as hunters 

3 See Kete, The Beast in the Boudoir, 115, 123–24, 131–33; Ritvo, The Animal Estate; Grier, 
Pets in America, 167–68.

4 Ronnes, “De subversieve huiskat”.
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of mice and rats was appreciated. Supporters further maintained 
that cats have a social (if enigmatic) side. They love being petted by 
people, which they show by pressing up against passers-by. Given 
the cat’s reputation for cleanliness, this may be a temptation for the 
passer-by, but one which does carry the potential risk of transferred 
zoonotic disease. Others simply felt that the cat was as close as one 
could get to a lion or a tiger without leaving Dutch shores: a cuter, 
miniature version of such exotic foreign fauna. But these positive 
evaluations should be regarded as exceptions to the rule that cats 
faced fierce opposition. Their already vulnerable position was made 
even more precarious in the late twelfth century, when the Church 
turned its back on cats, stigmatising them as a symbol of evil.5 This 
led to a centuries-long cultural association of the cat with the dia-
bolical, carnal, and feminine.

Erik Aerts, author of two recent studies on the history of the Dutch 
cat, argues that cats’ reputation did begin to change somewhat in 
the seventeenth century. While the uneasy connotations of the cat 
with devilry and witchcraft — with the latter also being understood 
as a byword for a pernicious sexuality and promiscuity — persisted 
well into the nineteenth century, this did not prevent burghers in 
the Dutch Republic, who had just gained their independence from 
Spain and great wealth through trade and colonialism, from wel-
coming cats into their lavish townhouses. This is evident from paint-
ings of children playing with cats alongside domestic scenes with a 
cat by the fireplace. It is quite possible that, within the many pros-
perous towns of the Dutch Republic, the tentative rise in the cats’ 
status within the household context indeed started somewhat ear-
lier than elsewhere.6 Apart from this early form of domesticity evi-
dent in the genre paintings, the relative religious freedom and the 
radical enlightenment generally associated with the Dutch Repub-
lic — though historians have begun to nuance this image7 — may also 
have contributed to a somewhat more cat-friendly climate.8 Free 

5 Aerts, “Felix als huisdier of ondier?”, 491–92,
6 Molle, “Inleiding”, 469; Prak, Dutch Republic, 250–61.
7 See for instance Jacob, “Walking the Terrain of History”.
8 See Israel, The Dutch Republic, 1019–66.
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thinkers such as Constantijn Huygens and Balthasar Bekker fiercely 
criticized superstition in their works and both referred to cat fables 
when doing so.9

The advance of the cat as a pet nevertheless took an erratic course, 
one tied into societal processes of change — and who was afforded 
the agency to effect it — within Dutch history. Cat-haters remained 
in the majority in the Low Countries, with their vitriol not only di-
rected at their feline foes, but at their owners — people who, in the 
eyes of their critics, were excessively and obsessively attached to 
their cats. These perceptions persisted into the eighteenth century. 
In literature, Gysbert Tysens’ publication of the popular poem “Op 
de dood van een poesje” [“On the Death of a Pussycat”] — a rhyth-
mic and witty piece in which a woman’s love for a cat is ridiculed at 
length — is fairly typical.10 Betje Wolff and Aagje Deken’s 1787 episto-
lary novel Letters from Abraham Blankaart provides another exam-
ple of a cat — a pussycat walking on mama’s piano — being outcast 
with wealthy ladies as their sole ally. Incidentally, and indicative of 
the way in which cat maltreatment was still downplayed, in the novel 
the drowning of a cat is dismissed as unimportant.11 

In the encyclopaedias of the time, entries relating to cats are rife 
with anthropomorphic references to their many negative qualities, 
which are typically coded as feminine: falseness and disloyalty are 
mentioned remarkably often. Johannes le Francq van Berkhey be-
gins the entry on the cat in his Natural History for Children (1781) as 
follows: “The cat is a very treacherous, unfaithful and thieving ani-
mal, which cannot be tamed sufficiently, either by caresses or treats, 
nor by beatings or locking up, that she will leave off scratching and 
stealing.”12 Van Berkhey followed the example of Georges-Louis Le-
clerc de Buffon in France, who in his famous Histoire Naturelle (1749–
1782) was similarly scathing when it came to cats.13 However, Buffon’s 

9 See Huygens, Trijntje Cornelis, act 3, scene 1; Bekker, De betoverde weereld; Ronnes and 
Van de Ven, “Van dakhaas tot schootpoes”, 121.

10 Tysens, Apollo’s marsdrager, 3:135.
11 Wolff and Deken, Abraham Blankaart, 10, 198.
12 Francq van Berkhey, Natuurlyke historie, 3:80.
13 Buffon, Histoire naturelle, 6:3–55.
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and van Berkhey’s by-then somewhat old-fashioned, clichéd rep-
resentations of the cat as devilish and licentious, evoked a coun-
ter-reaction. Especially purebred cats were increasingly defended 
and adopted by the (intellectual) elite and nobility. François-René 
Chateaubriand, Horace Walpole, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for in-
stance, were all famous cat-lovers.14 As was Isabelle de Charrière (aka 
“Belle van Zuylen”), the eighteenth-century Dutch (and later Swiss-
based) author, known for her novels and letters which cast a critical 
eye on contemporary society, including pre-Revolution France. Char-
rière might have been influenced by Rousseau in her love of cats. 
(Indeed, her entire oeuvre of novels, plays, and letters may argua-
bly be read as an ambiguous response to Rousseau, whose Confes-
sions she helped publish.) Charrière’s love for dogs is well known, as 
shown in a recent publication,15 but in her letters she also regularly 
mentions the presence of a cat in her house.16 This partiality on the 
part of nobles such as Charrière went further than a typical “aristo-
cratic affectation”.17 Cats appealed to noble outsiders because they 
were aloof and elegant misfits just like them. For de Charrière, the 
cat was also a symbol with which she rebelled against the nobility as 
a social group and the class restrictions that mainly affected women. 
This is apparent, for example, from her novel Lettres de Mistriss Hen-
ley, whose eponymous protagonist, feeling trapped in her husband’s 
ancestral country house, takes in a cat. While she removes the por-
traits of her husband’s family, the cat scratches the furniture. For the 
human protagonist, fleeing is impossible, but the cat, unrestricted 
by human obligations of marriage and class, seizes the first oppor-
tunity to run away and leave the suffocating place, never to return.18

Compared to dogs, cats were much more rarely portrayed in the 
eighteenth century, whereby William Hogarth’s The Graham Children 
serves as a relatively famous European exception. Katherine Rogers 

14 Simpson, Book of the Cat, 3, 12–13; Freund and Yonan, “Cats”.
15 See Trompert-van Bavel, Belle van Zuylen en Haar Honden.
16 See, for instance, Isabelle de Charrière, letter to her brother Ditie van Tuyll, 7 Dec. 1769, 

Correspondence, https://charriere.huygens.knaw.nl/edition/entry/2070.
17 Rogers, The Cat and the Human Imagination, 86–88.
18 Charrière, Lettres de Mistriss Henley, 13–16.

https://charriere.huygens.knaw.nl/edition/entry/2070
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believes that this is because a cat could not contribute to the status 
of the owner, again placing the idea of cats and their ownership into 
a tangled perception of class dynamics. The cat, she writes, “was 
neither an expensive, highly bred animal, nor one that could plau-
sibly be shown gazing adoringly up at its human patron.”19 Various 
Dutch artists produced further exceptions, e.g. the early Dutch cat 
portrait “Two Children with a Cat” (1630) by Judith Leyster (fig. 1); 
Karel du Jardin’s etching “Sleeping Dog and Cat" (1652–59) (fig. 2); 
or Aert Schouman’s portrait of Maria Catharina van der Burch and 
Hendrik baron van Slingelandt’s cat who lived at their Zuydwind es-
tate south of The Hague. The latter portrait indicates the slow rise 
of a less discursive love for cats on account of the Dutch elite. The 
watercolour portrait shows an apparently very ordinary cat sport-
ing a pink bow. The affectionate caption reads: “Our cat, born at 
Zuydwind Anno 1744, died 1761”.20 Although, as we have seen, there 
is plenty of evidence that in the eighteenth century it was still pre-
dominantly “outsiders”, including women and certain members of 
the noble elite, who are associated with cats, this portrait hints at a 
broader, familial adoption of cats by people of means or education. 
A self-portrait of the engraver and painter Hendrik Spilman with his 
wife Sanneke van Bommel, their two children and a cat (fig. 3), sim-
ilarly speaks of this broader appreciation of cats.

Cat Welfare: Rules and Rights

The integration of cats into families in the upper echelons of society 
continued into the nineteenth century. In B. A. Alewijn’s 1837 poem 
“De roode kat van den Heer Abbing vertelt haar wedervaren aan 
eenige andere katten” [Mr Abbing’s Ginger Cat Recounts Her Adven-
tures to Some Other Cats] the protagonist, a cat named Rozette, tells 
her cat friends of the love she received having been accepted into the 
Abbing family after running away from her previous master, whose 
cheeses in the attic she had defended from mice.21 Rozette tells her 

19 Rogers, The Cat and the Human Imagination, 33.
20 See Carolien Naaktgeboren-Bos, “Aert Schouman”, Guusje & Gio (blog) 2 August 2017, 

https://caroliennaaktgeborenbos.nl/?p=1582.
21 Alewijn, “De roode kat van den Heer Abbing vertelt haar wedervaren aan eenige andere 

katten”, Amsterdam City Archives, Crommelin Family Archives, inv. no. 489.

https://caroliennaaktgeborenbos.nl/?p=1582


Figure 1:

Judith Leyster, Two Children with a 
Cat, ca. 1630. Oil on canvas,  
61 × 52 cm. Private collection. 
Wikimedia Commons.



Figure 2:

Karel du Jardin, Sleeping Dog and Cat, 
1652–1659. Etching, 300 × 311 mm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Object 
no. RP-P-H-S-49. Public domain.



Figure 3:

Hendrik Spilman, Self-Portrait with 
His Wife Sanneke van Bommel, Their 
Two Children [and a Cat], 1761–1784. 
Oil on canvas, 37 × 30 cm. Rijks-
museum, Amsterdam.Object no. 
SK-A-1583. Public domain.
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story on the bleachfield, where she and her audience are safe from 
the maids and the neighbour, whose dislike makes it clear that, Ro-
zette’s recent positive experiences notwithstanding, cats were cer-
tainly still not to everyone’s liking. Nevertheless, cats were now often 
framed as a victim rather than as an aggressor, which led to greater 
enfranchisement. The legal emancipation of cats through animal 
rights legislation — which proved important for the gradual improve-
ment in the position of the cat — was much slower in the Netherlands 
and more ponderous than in France and the UK. In order to avoid 
being perceived by its European neighbours as a barbaric, “uncivi-
lised society”, the Dutch state eventually bowed to public pressure.22

This pressure predominantly came from those who cared most 
about the overall push towards the education and refinement of 
Dutch society: the elite. From the eighteenth-century eccentric no-
ble’s flirt, to a more bourgeois, familial patronage in the early nine-
teenth century, the engagement of the social elite with cats in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century was fuelled by a “civilizing of-
fensive”. Ambitions regarding animal welfare and a civilizing of the 
people dovetailed in efforts to abolish popular games such as “kat-
knuppelen” (“clubbing cats”), which consisted of a cat having to get 
escape from a barrel which was being smashed by boys with clubs. 
Animal welfare was initially instigated by private initiatives (as was 
the case in the UK and France) such as The ’s-Gravenhaagsche Ver-
eeniging tot Bescherming van Dieren [The Hague Association for the 
Protection of Animals], founded in 1864, with King Willem III as one 
of its patrons. The King was also entreated to help establish the So-
phia Society (named after Queen Sophia), which pursued similar an-
imal protectionist goals. The first animal shelter or Toevluchtsoord 
voor Noodlijdende Dieren [Refuge for Distressed Animals] was es-
tablished in 1878 by six wealthy ladies from The Hague, having again 
taken their cue from a similar British organization. Initially catering 
only to stray dogs, cats became part of the organization’s remit in 
1893. Annual figures from 1893–94 indicate that care of cats was not 
the primary task of the shelter. Rather, quite the opposite appeared 

22 Davids, “Aristocraten en juristen”, 193–94; Kluveld, Reis door de hel, 41.
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to be the case. Of the 117 animals brought in by the police and pri-
vate individuals, 114 were euthanized. This was done by means of 
gas: infinitely more humane, it was said, than drowning in a well, 
which was common.23 In 1896, a “painless suffocation room” was 
opened in Haarlem for stray and sick animals, a service that was free 
for the poor, while the well-to-do were asked to pay a small fee.24 In-
tertwined with the shift in the relationship with animals such as cats, 
then, was the public response to the problem of strays and the nui-
sance they caused, regarded at the time as a serious matter of pub-
lic health. As early as 1885, an Amsterdam resident was concerned 
about the large number of dead stray animals in the capital and 
wrote to the newspaper to ask whether this should not be a mat-
ter for the government, especially with a view to the deterioration 
of the water quality in the canals. The start-up subsidy provided by 
municipalities for dealing with the problem seems to suggest it was 
indeed considered a governmental concern, in keeping with the on-
going civilization agenda pushed by the elite.25

Apart from a preoccupation with animal maltreatment by the lower 
classes, a significant part of the discussion on animal welfare at the 
end of the nineteenth and into the twentieth century focused on 
animal testing. Cats were still commonly used in the laboratory for 
excruciating tests involving the administration of arsenic, cocaine 
or “a few drops of sulphur sodium solution”. In neighbouring coun-
tries, the legitimacy of animal testing had been a matter of public 
dispute from as early as the eighteenth century.26 Dutch support 
for foreign critics such as Jeremy Bentham and Arthur Schopen-
hauer came from the anarchist philosopher Felix Orrt.27 Orrt’s philos-
ophy fit within a broader movement of socially-engaged Protestant 

23 “Het Haagsche honden- en katten-asyl”, Nieuwe Tilburgsche Courant, 27 October 1895. 
http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010154860:mpeg21:a0005.

24 “Verstikking van dieren”, Algemeen Handelsblad, 10 April 1896. https://resolver.kb.nl/ 
resolve?urn=ddd:010126527:mpeg21:p004. 

25 Ronnes and van de Ven, “Van dakhaas tot schootpoes”, 126; “Wenken en vragen”, Al-
gemeen Handelsblad 4 Sept. 1885, https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010143464: 
mpeg21:p002. 

26 Hillenius, “Mens, dier en ethiek”, 133–34; Everse, “Het dier als proefdier”, 91–92.
27 Cliteur, Darwin, dier en recht, 40–46, 60–72; Verdonk, Het dierloze gerecht, 68–77.

http://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010154860:mpeg21:a0005
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010126527:mpeg21:p004
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010126527:mpeg21:p004
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010143464:mpeg21:p002
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010143464:mpeg21:p002
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thought, principal proponents of which included the highly influen-
tial Protestant theologian and Prime Minister Abraham Kuyper, as 
well as one of the best known Dutch socialists, Ferdinand Domela 
Nieuwenhuis. Kuyper’s impact on Dutch society cannot be over-
stated. Singlehandedly responsible for the main schism within the 
Dutch Protestant Church, the founder of the Vrije Universiteit Am-
sterdam, the newspaper De Standaard, and the Anti-Revolutionaire 
Partij, the first political party in the Netherlands, Kuyper is regarded 
as the prime mover in the “pillarization” [verzuiling] of Dutch socie-
ty.28 He was also a member of the Society for the Protection of Ani-
mals (Dierenbescherming) and openly opposed vivisection.

Nieuwenhuis, who represented the opposing, socialist “pillar” of 
Dutch society, was also active in the animal welfare movement. His 
perspective that animals could be worthwhile subjects of solidarity 
(extending his politics beyond just human concerns) was influenced 
further by the particular love he had for his own cats. In a letter to his 
daughter Johanna written in 1895 he voiced his belief that cats’ soli-
darity with each other was an example for humanity.29 His electorate, 
however, did not always share his opinion on this point. The improve-
ment of the situation of the Dutch cat met with protest from peo-
ple — not seldom socialists — who feared that more money would 
be spent on the welfare of animals than of humans. With some reg-
ularity indignation was expressed in the media at what seemed like 
excessive care for animals at a time when many poor still lived in 
appalling conditions and worked longer hours than the pampered 
animals.30 When the first Dutch animal shelter opened, the Algemeen 
Handelsblad noted that while public opinion had shifted noticeably 
in favour of animal welfare, it was still not uncommon to encounter 
incredulity and indignation at the fact that dogs and cats now had 
their own refuge in the Hague while “many a member of that much 
higher species, man, suffer misery and deprivation.”31 Proponents of 

28 Koch, Abraham Kuyper; Wintle, Economic and Social History, 312–23.
29 Domela Nieuwenhuis, Familicorrespondentie, 439–40.
30 “Dierenbescherming en Menschenmishandeling,” Recht voor allen, 26 April 1884, https://

resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=MMIISG05:000089917:mpeg21:p006. 
31 “Een toevluchtsoord voor onbeheerde dieren,” Algemeen Handelsblad, 23 May 1878, 

https://www.delpher.nl/nl/kranten/view?coll=ddd&identifier=ddd:010102443:mpeg21:p005.

https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=MMIISG05:000089917:mpeg21:p006
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=MMIISG05:000089917:mpeg21:p006
https://www.delpher.nl/nl/kranten/view?coll=ddd&identifier=ddd:010102443:mpeg21:p005


Ronnes and Reddick, Untamed Nature | 329

Humanimalia 14.1 (2023)

animal testing saw the anti-vivisection movement as decadent and 
accused its members of making a mockery of the scientific process. 
They portrayed the activists as weak and effeminate, as soft-hearted 
housewives with overfed, indolent, and overindulged “favourite kit-
ties”.32 The activists they had in mind were not the ones engaged in 
parliamentary debates, but formed part of two groups at the edges 
of society that became involved in the anti-vivisection movement: 
feminists and members of the so-called petites religions.33 With the 
progressive secularization of society there was room for the rise of 
these “small religions” (vegetarianism, esoterism, etc.), whose mem-
bers interpreted evil differently than most of the dominant Chris-
tian doctrines, and thus had a different agenda — including the fight 
against animal abuse. Feminists, seeing a link between their own 
liberation and that of animals, were also actively involved in the an-
ti-vivisection movement. They raised their voice in public lectures 
and through fiction. Marie Daal (a pseudonym for Caroline van der 
Hucht-Kerkhoven) introduced female heroines into her anti-vivisec-
tion novels who are confronted with the reality of vivisection and the 
abuse of cats, and, as a result, take up a more active social role in 
trying to prevent this maltreatment than was common for women at 
the time.34 This indicates again the subtle influence cats had upon 
sociocultural power relations, rather than simply being the benefi-
ciary of charitable human actors.

The combination of animal welfare institutions and philosophical ob-
jections to testing culminated in demands for tougher legislative pre-
cautions to the issue of animal protection. Such legislation duly — if 
gradually — surfaced against this backdrop. The amendment for the 
“provision against rabies” was an important first step. Passed in 1875, 
the amendment determined that the chaining up of cats was anti-
thetical to their nature (although this did not put a complete stop to 
the widespread practice). The “laws of nature” thereby demanded 

32 Kluveld, Reis door de hel, 29.
33 Romein, Op het breukvlak van twee eeuwen; Kluveld, Reis door de hel, 17; De Rooy, “Een 

hevig gewarrel”; Koolmees, “Het doden van dieren in Nederland”; Huisman and Te Velde. 
“Op zoek naar nieuwe vormen”.

34 Kluveld, Reis door de hel, 44–45, 48–49.



330 | Ronnes and Reddick, Untamed Nature

Humanimalia 14.1 (2023)

a law of society that guaranteed that cats could roam around freely. 
The same year saw the first “Animals Act” criminalizing the deliberate 
maltreatment of cats, which resulted in numerous fines reportedly 
being given to less “civilized” members of society who were guilty 
of killing or abusing cats. In March, De Tijd reported that a man and 
a boy had been sentenced to a month and two weeks in prison, re-
spectively, for stealing two cats.35 Four years later, in July 1879, the 
same newspaper printed a letter from a reader in Amsterdam com-
plaining about poor adherence to the terms of the Act, suggesting 
that animal protection was not yet a high priority. According to the 
author, even city officials and police officers were guilty of mistreat-
ing cats.36 A solution was drawn up in order to further encourage 
compliance with the new laws. Local animal protection departments 
negotiated a bonus scheme for its staff, who would receive a cash 
bonus for every report that led to a conviction. Concurrently, unoffi-
cial state constables were appointed to monitor compliance with the 
law, while financial incentives for police officers proved effective.37

Artists’ cats

Artistic manifestations of cat-orientated sentiment also provide a 
barometer of the changing opinions of cats towards the end of the 
nineteenth century. One of the most notable depicters of cats, who 
not only cherished but also painted them incessantly was the Am-
sterdam-based painter Henriëtte Ronner-Knip (see fig. 4). Amid the 
trend of organizing cat shows from around 1890 (following the exam-
ple, again, of the English, and the likes of the Crystal Palace shows), 
her romantic paintings focused on the purebred cats of her wealthy 
patrons — Siamese and long-haired cats such as Angoras and Per-
sians — in a bourgeois salon (sometimes accompanied by their bour-
geois mistresses).38 Ronner’s work was popular all over Europe, but 
especially among the British nobility and wealthy merchants. She 

35 “Binnenland”, De Tijd, 4 March 1875. https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010263904: 
mpeg21:p002.

36 “Honden en politie”, De Tijd, 4 July 1879, https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010265356: 
mpeg21:p003.

37 Davids, Dieren en Nederlanders, 139.
38 Kraaij, Henriette Ronner-Knip, 84.

https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010263904:mpeg21:p002
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010263904:mpeg21:p002
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010265356:mpeg21:p003
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010265356:mpeg21:p003


Figure 4:

Henriëtte Ronner, Cat with Kittens, 
1844. Oil on panel, 52.5 × 39 cm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Object 
no. SK-C-163. Public domain.
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was said to compete only with the greatest painter of the nineteenth 
century, Rosa Bonheur, who, like Ronner, devoted herself to animal 
portraits.39 She demonstrated a canny entrepreneurial instinct by 
orientating her genre painting towards the changing art market, as 
wealthy buyers (who apparently wanted their own luxurious lives re-
flected back at them) commissioned and paid for many cat paint-
ings. Ronner’s cats and their stately salons thus became cemented 
as the interior par excellence of a social group who now enthusias-
tically embraced the cat as pet.40

Compared to current house cats, Ronner’s specimens look a lot 
more dignified. A then-new category of “lost and found” newspa-
pers advertisements gives the impression that the missing cats of 
members of society rich enough to pay for such an advertisement 
were all decked out with bells and bows.41 To further gloss over their 
rougher sides, these cats were kept indoors as much as possible and 
spent part of the day and night in a basket. Street cats on the other 
hand were much scruffier than twenty-first-century cats: they were 
likely to be malnourished, thin, less vibrant in terms of colour and 
markings, often disabled, with open wounds or infested with fleas, 
and socially cautious or lacking in agency. It is said that Ronner once 
placed an advertisement for new models, but that when she was of-
fered “normal” cats, she firmly declined the offer.42 Clearly, Ronner 
felt her large audience of Amsterdam notables would have turned 
down the cats of the streets and back-alleys of the Dutch capital.43 
In declining, Ronner fits uneasily among the bracket of artists work-
ing in cat-focused or at least cat-featuring paintings, who considered 
other cats — and specifically not the purebreds — as suitable for rep-
resentation. The street cat was the mascot for avantgarde artists, 
the painters and writers of the day, coalescing most strongly from 
the 1880s onwards. A straight line can be drawn from the eccentric 
eighteenth-century misfit noblemen to the avant-garde painters and 

39 Greer, Obstacle Race, 86.
40 Kraaij, Henriette Ronner-Knip, 106–26.
41 Ronnes and Van de Ven, “Van dakhaas tot schootpoes”, 127.
42 Horst, Spinnende poezen, 10.
43 Kraaij, Henriette Ronner-Knip, 78–84, 106–126.
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writers who were active a century later. The fact that Ronner, as well 
as her clientele, and the upper echelons of society were active in pro-
moting animal welfare also had its roots in the eighteenth century, 
though these belonged to a completely different lineage of cat-lov-
ers than the avantgarde artists, namely the (noble) elite with an in-
terest in cats. This highlights the double identity of the modern(ist) 
cat: on the one hand wild, misunderstood, and ostracized, on the 
other domestic, aestheticized, and hygienic. This is reflected in the 
specific type of cats — scruffy street cats versus pampered pure-
breds — adopted by the two groups.

Dutch avantgarde artists looked towards France for inspiration for 
cat-art, where modernist painters such as Monet, Renoir, Gauguin, 
and Toulouse-Lautrec   all painted cats in significant roles, either as 
protagonists or at least as sidekicks.44 Although initially shocking 
and much parodied, especially Manet’s once-controversial Olympia, 
a parody of Titian’s Venus of Urbino, had a profound effect, and the 
black cat depicted in the painting became a beloved model, em-
bodying a threefold sexual meaning: through the cat’s proximity 
to the naked courtesan, as a visual pun (a literal pussy in the bou-
doir); and through its erect tail. It wasn’t only French painting that 
Dutch avantgarde artists drew inspiration from; they also turned to 
literary cats. Following from Ludwig Tieck’s 1779 adaptation of Puss 
in Boots, numerous Romantics across the literary world had fol-
lowed in his footsteps: Wordsworth, Pushkin, Chekhov, and Poe are 
some of the giants of nineteenth-century world literature who gave 
the cat a place in their oeuvre. Champfleury’s Les Chats not only 
discussed the sexual connotation of the cat, but also proclaimed 
that it is mainly women, poets, and artists — in other words: sen-
sitive people — who understand cats. That Manet’s black cat be-
came a mascot of the Parisian Bohemian, however, had as much 
to do with the Rodolphe Salis’s illustrious theatre café and caba-
ret in Montmartre, Le Chat Noir. The famous poster by Theophile 
Steinlen, in which the haughty and independent cat was promi-
nent, established an even stronger association between cats and 

44 Morris, Cats in Art, 81–102; Rubin, Impressionist Cats and Dogs.
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art within the broader French social context.45 Meanwhile, Charles 
Baudelaire, another prominent cat-loving poet, cultivated malad-
justment and impassive and elegant dandyism, which suited the 
autonomous and aesthetic feline perfectly.46

In the Netherlands, in part through the influence of these European 
artists and writers, the association between avantgarde artists and 
cats was similarly pronounced, but it grew to take on a distinct char-
acter. The influential group of avant-garde literati, poets, and artists 
who comprised the counter-cultural scene of late-1880s Amsterdam, 
known collectively as the “Tachtigers” (the “Eightiers” or the “Move-
ment of Eighty”), also adopted the cat as their figure, albeit without 
the strong sexual connotation of the cat in contemporary French art. 
For the Tachtigers, the cat served mainly as a de facto animal rep-
resentative, with its idiosyncratic nature seemingly the perfect em-
bodiment of their own isolated, misunderstood genius.

Cats at the Vanguard

The Tachtigers’ love of cats is documented from their earliest 
gatherings. The minutes of the first editorial board meeting of 
De Nieuwe Gids [The New Guide], the journal founded by the col-
lective to parody the established literary journal De Gids, which 
had refused to publish their work, mention the presence of a cat. 
The entire editorial board — with one possible exception — owned 
or co-habited with a cat. Others associated with the movement, 
such as the well-known members Jac van Looy (1855–1930), Lucie 
Broedelet (1875–1969), Willem Witsen (1860–1923), and more be-
sides, made references to cats in letters, stories, diary fragments 
or featured them in their paintings or photos. Witsen, for example, 
kept a cat in London in the 1890s.47 And in 1903 Witsen writes to 
his son Pam thanking him for a “beautiful little story” about a cat.48 

45 Fields, Le Chat Noir, 6–37; Rubin, 13–22.
46 Black, “Baudelaire as Dandy”, 190.
47 Tholen, letter to Witsen, 24 June 1890, Volledige briefwisseling, https://www.dbnl.org/

tekst/wits009brie01_01//wits009brie01_01_0304.php.
48 Witsen, letter to Willem “Pam” Witsen Jr., 10 February 1903, Volledige briefwisseling, 

https://www.dbnl.org/tekst/wits009brie01_01/wits009brie01_01_1184.php.

https://www.dbnl.org/tekst/wits009brie01_01//wits009brie01_01_0304.php
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Witsen’s love for cats would spill over into etchings and drawings 
(see fig. 5), and he also photographed the poet Lucie Broedelet 
with a cat. Tholen’s 1889 painting Slachthuis [Slaughterhouse] fea-
tured a curious cat stepping beyond the threshold of the titular 
scene. George Hendrik Breitner’s Lady with a Cat (1883) is proba-
bly the best-known cat work amongst the Tachtigers’ output, but 
it is certainly not the only one in his oeuvre (see fig. 6). He pro-
duced countless photographs and drawings of cats. As a kind of 
signature, a drawing of a cat is prominently displayed in the back-
ground of Breitner’s self-portrait. Breitner may also have taken the 
first Dutch post-mortem photo of a cat.49

Attitudes towards cats had now shifted significantly, and this is evi-
dent in the story “The Death of My Cat” by Jac van Looy, published 
in De Nieuwe Gids. Although the title is almost identical to the afore-
mentioned poem written a century earlier by Tysens ridiculing a 
feminine (or effeminate) love of cats, van Looy’s autobiographical 
piece demonstrates a completely different attitude towards the cat. 
His story describes a personal and tender relationship with a be-
loved pet, whose death has left the writer bereft. The fact that the 
cat murderer was a young, brash and insensitive lower-class boy 
adds further complexities of class positioning to both the tale and 
cat historiography.50

Cats began to appear in other Tachtigers’ literary works too. Fred-
erik van Eeden’s now-canonical “Little Johannes” featured a house 
cat Simon deeply admired by eponymous protagonist.51 This was 
not the last of van Eeden’s dalliances with cats: his Amsterdam dia-
ries are filled with “fat cats”; cats joined a family outing on the Ban-
ham country estate; a waitress at a café-restaurant is accosted by 
playful cats; his children find a litter of kittens in Frankfurt.52 On a 
further occasion, cats even penetrate his subconscious: in his pri-
vate “Dream Book” he describes an erotic dream in which a man’s 

49 Dekker, Katten, 11–14.
50 Looy, “De dood van mijn poes.”
51 Eeden, Dagboek, 3.
52 Eeden, Dagboek, 104, 225, 1186, 1329.



Figure 5:

Willem Witsen, Poes Lola [Lola the Cat] 
ca. 1887–88. Etching, 249 × 179 mm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Object 
no. RP-P-1941-269. Public domain.



Figure 6:

George Hendrik Breitner, Marie 
Jordan Breitner with a Cat in her 
Lap, c. 1885–c. 1905. Gelatin silver 
print, 300 × 311 mm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam. Object no. RP-F-00-588. 
Public domain.
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genitals take on the form of a cat that scratches and bites him. Such 
sexual symbolism is reminiscent of the French cat, but, importantly, 
it does not feature in his published works.53

Perhaps most notably, the Tachtigers’ cat-obsession becomes clear 
in the malleability of language itself when put to the services of fe-
line metaphors, in which the Tachtigers were adept.54 In addition 
to well-known cat-related idioms such as “de kat uit de boom ki-
jken” (lit., “to stare the cat out of the tree”, equivalent to the Eng-
lish “wait and see which way the cat jumps”), all kinds of self-in-
vented expressions and metaphors abounded. In the Tachtigers’ 
hands, cheeks can be as “soft as cat fur” (according to Herman 
Gorter); people may be “as pretty as a kitty” [poes-mooi] (Willem 
Kloos); according to Albert Verwey, Lodewijk van Deyssel’s argu-
ments are all mixed up as if “the cat had been playing with them”.55 
Jacob Israël de Haan describes his own “little letter” to van Deys-
sel as “just like the squeak of a pussycat”.56 Ill-advised critics, ac-
cording to Kloos and Verwey, seemed like a “collection of trapped 
mice” who will soon “be for the cat”.57 Finally, cats represent both 
the world of critical reception — Willem Kloos sketches an idyllic 
mise-en-scène of a critic at an open window in the evening watch-
ing two cats, spellbound — and a playful way to evoke frustrated 
sexual arousal, again expressed only privately in a diary.58 Cats, 
then, represent the cerebral and playful counter-cultural scene that 
the Tachtigers helped define at the turn of the twentieth century. 
The Tachtigers eschewed the domestic-bourgeois cat that Ronner 
built a career on and which was especially popular in the UK, as 
well as the association with femininity and sexuality that remained 
commonplace in French cultural settings.

53 Eeden, Dromenboek, 385.
54 Endt, Het festijn van Tachtig, 29; Halsema, Vrienden & visioenen, 43–44.
55 Gorter, Mei, Een gedicht, 50; Kloos, Nieuwere literatuur-geschiedenis, 82; Deyssel and 

Verwey, Briefwisseling, 45.
56 Haan, Brieven.
57 Kloos and Verwey, De onbevoegdheid, 6.
58 Kloos, Nieuwere literatuur-geschiedenis, 182; Van Deyssel, “Tegen de hitte”, 22.
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Legacies

The association of cats with the avantgarde which the Tachtigers 
had help to foster would persist in the Netherlands, and cats and 
their mysterious nature remained a recurring theme in literature, 
art, and aesthetic debates in counter-cultural circles in the twenti-
eth century. Meanwhile, the nobility and the social elite in general 
lost their interest in cats and turned their attention to dogs instead. 
This also meant that the common cat won out over the purebred 
cat: the bows that had adorned the chic nineteenth-century spec-
imens disappeared in the twentieth century, even as paintings of 
stately cats against the background of tasteful interiors gave way 
to modernist representations, the most famous being Bart van der 
Leck’s The Cat (1914). This does not mean, however, that the ordi-
nary cat was not regarded as an elegant creature: she was chic by 
nature. The short story “Imperia” by Louis Couperus (regarded as 
a Tachtiger by some, as the Dutch Proust by others), published 
in 1910, perfectly encapsulates this development. Set against the 
sunny backdrop of Nice with its beautiful city palaces and gar-
dens, “Imperia” tells the tale of the author’s eponymous street cat. 
A French friend of his, a femme de lettres, is amazed: “How can 
you,” she asks, “have such an ordinary chat-de-gouttière! You, for 
whom everything must be so refined!” The narrator replies that 
Imperia is not at all ordinary but “witty, graceful, and feline”.59 He 
must have understood very well what his friend meant: to her sur-
prise, Couperus has taken a liking to a mundane alley cat instead 
of a beautiful long-haired Angora. Couperus rejects the distinction 
between these two types of cat and pretends that it was not Im-
peria’s breed but her individual characteristics that were the sub-
ject of conversation.

While Ferdinand Domela Nieuwenhuis’s ideas on animal welfare 
were, as we have seen, not always supported by his colleagues and 
the electorate, a few decades later this was significantly different. 
In the 1920s and 30s animal welfare ranked high on the socialist 
agenda; the most prominent socialist advocate for animal welfare 

59 Couperus, "Imperia", 162–63.



340 | Ronnes and Reddick, Untamed Nature

Humanimalia 14.1 (2023)

was the influential politician Henri Polak (1868–1943).60 While they 
were actively involved in nature conservation, within which animal 
protection was a key issue, other parties largely remained silent on 
the subject. Politically and otherwise, the members of the elite had 
turned their back on the cat. The nobility’s favourite pet was now 
the dog (in many ways the anti-cat); the bourgeois urban elite had 
also lost their interest in the purebreds and no longer adorned their 
homes with cats or cat art.

Fast-forward to the 1950s and 70s, and an endless line of renowned 
Dutch authors, including the most canonical — Willem Frederik Her-
mans, Gerard Reve, and Jan Wolkers — picked up the thread of the 
Tachtigers and devoted themselves to the cat. Almost every well-
known Dutch author wrote a cat story or autobiographical non-fic-
tion about or prominently featuring cats. The ultimate ode to the cat, 
indeed the “standard work” on the species, and a literary master-
piece, Rudy Kousbroek’s De Aaibaarheidsfactor (The Pettability Fac-
tor, 1969), contained a ranking system of some of the big hitters in the 
animal kingdom based on how willing they are to be petted, which 
featured in every new edition, including the audiobook.61 The Pet-
tability Factor, published (complete with a soft, “pettable” cover) to 
immediate acclaim, described a “classification system” distinguish-
ing animals that are untouchable because of their nature (piranhas), 
their substance (jellyfish), their poor understanding of the phenom-
enon (rodents) or poor appreciation of it (horses and dogs). There 
is only one animal that adores being petted and that is the cat, “the 
apotheosis in the evolution of pettability”.62 This classification, un-
surprisingly, also reflects the fact that the cat was by far the most 
popular animal amongst the intellectual elite including the authors 
of the day. This counter-cultural preference resonated with a wider 
audience and found a fertile ground in a society in which the 1960s 
student movement had left a particularly great mark.63

60 Saris and Van der Windt, “De opkomst”; Deen, “Tegen het palingtrekken”.
61 Kousbroek, Aaibaarheidsfactor; Jacobs, “Poezelogie”, 81; van Eeuwen, “Hekel aan een 

huis vol herrie”; Van den Boogaard, “De man en zijn poes”.
62 Kousbroek, Aaibaarheidsfactor, 18–24.
63 Kennedy, Building New Babylon.
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De Poezenkrant [The Cat Newspaper], an example of alternative me-
dia that has been published at irregular intervals since the 1970s, 
also fits within this trend. Initially stemming from an experiment by 
graphic artist Piet Schreuders, in which a “newspaper” was launched 
that was designed as if cats had been in charge of the layout. De 
Poezenkrant, this newspaper produced by cats for cats (the address 
label features both the names of the cat and its owner), quickly be-
came into a cult hit. The paper, which still exists, has no editorial 
policy or indeed no editorial team at all, has a partially user-created 
format, and shows ugly cats on the cover so as to actively discour-
age people from buying the newspaper.64 The impact of this contin-
uous appropriation of the cat by alternative writers and authors is 
reflected in the political orientation of the cat owner, who generally 
lean towards the political left.65 Recent large-scale research into pet 
ownership in combination with voting behaviour shows that more 
left-wing voters own cats and that those identifying as politically 
right-wing are more likely to keep dogs.66 Other studies confirm this.67 
Cats — contrary, stubborn, and unconforming — are almost univer-
sally associated with a tendency to disrupt, confound, and even re-
volt, and in the Dutch cultural imagination even more so.68

Conclusion

One hundred and fifty years after laws prohibited the chaining up of 
cats on the grounds that it was antithetical to their nature, that na-
ture has once again become the focus of an international debate on 
the damage free-roaming cats do to their natural surroundings and 

64 Schreuders, Het Grote Boek van De Poezenkrant, 15.
65 Ronnes and Van de Ven, “Van dakhaas tot schootpoes”, 136.
66 Figures from Intomart. Thanks to Tom van Dijk and Pieter van Eeden. The same has 

been argued for the United States (Ivanski et al., “Pets and Politics”), although other 
research contradicts this: Coren, “Dog Ownership”.

67 According to one study, cat owners in the Netherlands mainly live in the city and dog own-
ers in rural areas, which is congruent with predominantly left and right voting behaviour. 
The north of the country, traditionally a socialist stronghold, has the highest cat density  
(Feiten & Cijfers, 10).

68 In the UK no correlation has been found between cat ownership and electoral geog-
raphy. The purebred cat persevered, yet it is the dog that is the most popular pet. See 
Murray et al., “Number and Ownership” and “Most Popular Pets in the UK”, Petplan 2018, 
https://www.petplan.co.uk/pet-information/blog/most-popular-pets/. 
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the necessity of keeping them indoors. Then as now, the language 
used to describe the problem is anthropomorphic and accusatorial: 
cats used to be evil, wicked, and feminine; now they are vicious and 
intent on “taking over the world”. Evidently, we continue to struggle 
with the identity of the cat and our relationship with one of our fa-
vourite companion species.

Calls for legal action to prohibit cats from roaming freely, indiscrimi-
nately killing and eating birds and other wildlife, can also be heard in 
the Netherlands, particularly from the Huiskat Thuiskat foundation. 
Dutch opponents of the free-roaming cat face enormous opposition, 
however, since cats have been firmly embedded within Dutch soci-
ety since the late nineteenth century, and the government has so 
far declined requests for a bill mandating that cats be kept indoors. 
If anywhere, the cat seems to have found a safe haven in the Neth-
erlands where their eccentricities and rougher edges have consist-
ently been cultivated and are at the very heart of the cat’s, and of-
ten also their owner’s, identity.

The ubiquitous Dutch pet cat is the ordinary house cat — not a ped-
igree cat — with a hint of the avantgarde and leftist politics. The key 
moment in the identity formation of the Dutch cat was the nine-
teenth century, an era characterized by the emergence of a profound 
affinity towards cats. From an outcast with a few wealthy ladies as 
its sole ally, via idiosyncratic nobles, romantics, and bourgeois fam-
ilies, the cat became the beloved and subversive muse of artists, 
writers, and other creatives. It was the cat of the countercultural 
movements — mainly the movement of the Tachtigers, and other 
free-thinkers — as well as people involved in political emancipatory 
movements, that persisted.

Although the twentieth century witnessed a more conventional em-
brace of feline representation and involvement, the avantgarde–so-
cialist cat never went away, which is evident in literature, such as in 
the acclaimed and influential publications of De Poezenkrant and De 
Aaibaarheidsfactor, and in the voting behaviour of cat owners, which 
is predominantly (to a statistically significant degree) left-wing. While 
in the United Kingdom, the aesthetic appearance of cats garners 
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greater attention, and in the French context the historically-rooted 
sexual connotations still take precedence, the Dutch perspective 
highlights the cat’s intrinsic autonomy. This autonomy, epitomized 
by the cat’s ability or agency to accept nourishment and affection 
from humans while at the same time retaining independence, is the 
fundamental attribute that resonates within the Dutch cultural con-
text. Precisely this fundamental attribute of the cat would be im-
pacted by rules imposing restrictions on their ability to roam free, 
making the implementation of such regulations unlikely in the fore-
seeable future.
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