
the song of the jellicles

the song of the jellicles is a central and evocative element in the world of musical theatre, specifically
associated with the iconic production "Cats" by Andrew Lloyd Webber. This song captures the essence and
mystery of the Jellicle cats, a unique tribe created by T.S. Eliot in his poetry collection "Old Possum's Book
of Practical Cats." The song not only introduces the audience to the Jellicles but also sets the tone for the
entire musical, blending lyrical storytelling with captivating melodies. Understanding the origins, lyrics,
themes, and cultural impact of the song of the Jellicles provides insight into why it remains a beloved piece in
musical theatre history. This article will explore the song’s background, its role within the musical, lyrical
analysis, and its lasting influence on audiences and performers alike.
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Origin and Background of the Song of the Jellicles

The song of the Jellicles finds its roots in T.S. Eliot’s whimsical poetry, particularly "Old Possum's Book of
Practical Cats," which was first published in 1939. This collection of poems introduced readers to a variety
of feline characters, including the Jellicles, who are portrayed as a mysterious and exclusive group of cats.
The term “Jellicle” itself is believed to be a playful linguistic invention by Eliot, possibly derived from a child’s
mispronunciation of “dear little cats.”

Andrew Lloyd Webber adapted Eliot’s poems into the musical "Cats," premiering in 1981. The song of the
Jellicles was crafted to serve as the opening number, encapsulating the essence of this feline tribe and inviting
audiences into their magical world. It synthesizes Eliot’s poetic imagery with evocative music to create an
immersive introduction to the show's themes and characters.

The Role of the Song in the Musical "Cats"

Within the musical "Cats," the song of the Jellicles occupies a foundational position. It functions as the
opening sequence that establishes the setting, mood, and narrative framework of the production. The song
introduces the Jellicle cats and their secretive nature, emphasizing their uniqueness and the annual Jellicle Ball
where they gather to make a significant decision.

This opening number is crucial for audience engagement, setting a mystical tone while also providing exposition
about the Jellicles’ traditions and social structure. It effectively prepares viewers for the unfolding story by
highlighting themes of identity, belonging, and rebirth, which are central to the musical’s plot.

Introduction to the Jellicle Cats

The song explicitly describes the Jellicle cats as a close-knit and enigmatic community. Their elusive lifestyle
and distinctive customs are conveyed through lyrical storytelling and expressive performance. This
introduction is essential for understanding the characters’ motivations and the symbolic significance of the
Jellicle Ball.



Setting the Narrative Tone

By combining haunting melodies with evocative lyrics, the song of the Jellicles sets a mysterious and enchanting
atmosphere. This tone is maintained throughout the musical, reinforcing the magical realism that defines "Cats"
and enhancing the audience’s emotional connection to the story.

Lyrics and Thematic Analysis

The lyrics of the song of the Jellicles are rich with imagery and symbolism, drawing heavily from T.S. Eliot’s
original verse while adapting it to suit the musical format. The words evoke a sense of mystique surrounding
the Jellicle cats and their secret world, emphasizing themes such as community, identity, and transformation.

Key motifs include the idea of the Jellicle cats as a chosen group who come together once a year to celebrate
and select one cat for rebirth. This theme of renewal resonates throughout the musical and is reflected in the
lyrical content of the song.

Symbolism in the Lyrics

The song’s lyrics employ symbolic language to portray the Jellicle cats as more than ordinary felines. They
represent a metaphor for individuality and acceptance within a group. The imagery of night, shadows, and the
moonlight enhances the mystical quality of the Jellicles’ world.

Key Themes Explored

Community and Belonging: The Jellicle cats’ unity and exclusiveness highlight the importance of social
bonds.

Identity and Self-Discovery: The song hints at each cat’s unique personality and destiny.

Rebirth and Renewal: Central to the Jellicle Ball is the theme of renewal, symbolizing hope and new
beginnings.

Musical Composition and Style

The musical composition of the song of the Jellicles is a blend of lyrical melody and rhythmic complexity,
designed to evoke the mysterious and playful nature of the Jellicle cats. Andrew Lloyd Webber’s score
incorporates elements of classical music with contemporary theatrical styles, creating a soundscape that is
both timeless and dynamic.

The arrangement supports the narrative by using varying tempos and instrumental textures to mirror the cats’
movements and personalities. The song’s structure allows for both ensemble singing and individual vocal
showcases, reflecting the diversity within the Jellicle tribe.

Instrumentation and Arrangement

The orchestration of the song includes strings, woodwinds, and percussion, which combine to produce an
ethereal atmosphere. Subtle shifts in instrumentation highlight changes in mood and emphasize important lyrical
moments. This careful arrangement enhances the storytelling and draws the audience deeper into the Jellicles’
world.



Vocal Performance and Choreography

The song is performed by the ensemble cast, with opportunities for soloists to emerge during key lines. The
vocal delivery ranges from soft, mysterious tones to more energetic bursts, mirroring the cats’ playful and
elusive characteristics. Choreography accompanying the song often features fluid, feline-inspired movements
that complement the music and lyrics.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

The song of the Jellicles has had a profound cultural impact since the debut of "Cats." It has become one of the
most recognizable pieces in musical theatre, contributing to the show's worldwide success and enduring
popularity. The song’s themes and melodies continue to resonate with audiences and performers, maintaining its
relevance across generations.

Beyond the stage, the song has influenced various adaptations and interpretations, including film versions and
tribute performances. Its legacy is evident in how it has helped define the identity of "Cats" as a groundbreaking
musical experience.

Influence on Musical Theatre

The song of the Jellicles exemplifies how a musical number can function as both narrative exposition and
atmospheric setting. Its success has inspired other composers and writers to explore similar approaches in
integrating poetry and music within theatrical works.

Enduring Popularity

Regular inclusion in "Cats" productions worldwide

Recognition as a classic opening number in musical theatre repertoires

Adaptations in various media formats, including film and recordings

Inspiration for fan communities and cultural references

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Song of the Jellicles' in the context of the musical Cats?

'The Song of the Jellicles' is a central musical number in the musical Cats, composed by Andrew Lloyd Webber,
which introduces the Jellicle cats and sets the tone for the story.

Who wrote the lyrics for 'The Song of the Jellicles'?

The lyrics for 'The Song of the Jellicles' were written by T. S. Eliot, adapted from his poetry collection 'Old
Possum's Book of Practical Cats.'



What is the significance of 'The Song of the Jellicles' in the musical Cats?

'The Song of the Jellicles' serves as an opening number that unites the Jellicle cats and introduces the audience
to their world and the Jellicle Ball where the main story unfolds.

How does 'The Song of the Jellicles' contribute to character development in
Cats?

The song helps establish the mysterious and whimsical nature of the Jellicle cats, highlighting their unique
personalities and the community they form.

Are there any notable performances of 'The Song of the Jellicles'?

Yes, many acclaimed actors and productions have performed 'The Song of the Jellicles,' including the original
West End cast and the 2019 film adaptation, which brought renewed attention to the song.

What musical style is featured in 'The Song of the Jellicles'?

'The Song of the Jellicles' features a lively and rhythmic musical style, combining elements of jazz and
theatrical musical theatre to create an engaging and memorable opening.

Has 'The Song of the Jellicles' been covered or sampled by other artists?

While not as commonly covered as other songs from Cats, 'The Song of the Jellicles' has inspired various fan
renditions and occasional samples in musical theatre mashups.

What themes are explored in 'The Song of the Jellicles'?

The song explores themes of identity, community, and celebration, inviting the audience into the Jellicle cats'
secret world and their annual Jellicle Ball tradition.

Additional Resources
1. Jellicle Songs: The Magical World of T.S. Eliot’s Cats
This book explores the origins and inspirations behind T.S. Eliot’s “Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats,”
focusing on the Jellicle Cats. It delves into the poetic imagery and whimsical language that brought the
Jellicles to life, providing readers with a deeper appreciation of the characters and their unique personalities.
Richly illustrated, it also includes historical context about Eliot’s life and his influence on musical
adaptations.

2. The Jellicle Ball: From Page to Stage
Detailing the transformation of the Jellicle Cats from Eliot’s poems to Andrew Lloyd Webber’s famous
musical, this book covers the creative process behind “Cats.” It includes interviews with key creators,
choreographers, and cast members, revealing how the Jellicle songs were adapted into memorable stage
performances. The book also discusses the cultural impact and lasting legacy of the musical worldwide.

3. Whiskers and Whimsy: The Art of Jellicle Cats
A beautifully illustrated collection showcasing various artistic interpretations of Jellicle Cats across
different media. From early sketches to contemporary paintings, this book celebrates the visual creativity
inspired by the Jellicle songs. It provides artist interviews and commentary on how the feline characters have
evolved in popular culture.

4. Jellicle Cats and Their Secret Lives
This imaginative book expands upon the stories hinted at in the Jellicle songs, offering fictional tales about the



daily adventures and hidden lives of the Jellicle Cats. With charming narratives and vivid descriptions, it invites
readers to immerse themselves in the mysterious and magical world of these nocturnal creatures. Perfect for
fans who want to explore beyond the original poems.

5. Behind the Jellicle Moon: The Music of Cats
An in-depth analysis of the musical compositions inspired by the Jellicle Cats, focusing on Andrew Lloyd
Webber’s score. The book examines how the music captures the mood, character, and mystique of the Jellicle
Cats through various songs and motifs. It also includes sheet music excerpts and commentary from musicians
involved in the production.

6. The Jellicle Code: Symbols and Meanings in T.S. Eliot’s Cat Poems
This scholarly work deciphers the symbolism and hidden meanings within the Jellicle songs, exploring Eliot’s use
of language, metaphor, and cultural references. It offers literary analysis that sheds light on the deeper
themes present in the poems, such as identity, society, and transformation. Suitable for readers interested in
poetry and literary criticism.

7. Jellicle Journeys: A Travel Guide to the Cats’ World
A playful and imaginative travel guide that maps out the fictional locations associated with Jellicle Cats
and their nocturnal escapades. Combining elements of fantasy and real-world geography, it invites readers to
embark on a journey through the mysterious places where Jellicles might roam. The guide includes illustrations,
maps, and fun facts inspired by the songs.

8. The Jellicle Anthology: Poems and Stories Inspired by the Cats
This anthology collects poems, short stories, and creative writings from various authors inspired by the
Jellicle Cats and their enchanting world. It showcases diverse voices and styles, reflecting the enduring
fascination with the Jellicle theme. The book is a celebration of creativity sparked by Eliot’s original work.

9. Jellicle Dreams: The Psychology of the Cats’ Nightlife
Exploring the psychological and symbolic aspects of the Jellicle Cats’ nocturnal activities, this book
interprets their behavior and interactions as metaphors for human emotions and subconscious experiences. It
combines literary analysis with psychological theory to offer a unique perspective on the Jellicle songs. A
thought-provoking read for fans interested in the deeper layers of the text.
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