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Cats has awoken from its nap and is slinking our way in a new production.  
Sarah Illingworth talks to associate director/choreographer Jo-Anne Robinson about  

reinvigoration, junkyards and sad poetry.

AFTER A 15-YEAR HIATUS, THE LEGENDARY 
musical Cats has returned to the stage, revived and 
reworked by the original creative team of composer 
Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber, director Sir Trevor Nunn 
and choreographer Dame Gillian Lynne.

One of the longest running musicals to show in both 
the West End and Broadway, the original production 
closed in London in 2002 after 21 years, and  
New York in 2000 after 18. It reopened at London's 
Palladium in December 2014 to as warm a reception 
as ever. Now, with a new cast, it is being readied to 
tour Australasia for a strictly limited season.

This may be Cats reborn but, like its feline heroes, 
the show lands on its feet. From the lithe comedy  
of Mungojerrie and Rumpleteazer to the badassery 
of Munkustrap to the sorrow of Grizabella the 
Glamour Cat, the tale of the Jellicles continues  
to entrance and entertain.

“We've been reinvigorated,” says associate director 
and choreographer Jo-Anne Robinson, quoting the 
show's creator, Sir Andrew Lloyd Webber. “Those 
were Andrew’s words to me. All three of them have 
worked very, very much on this production.”

She is referring to the core creative team of 
Andrew, Trevor and Gillian, who together brought 
the original production to life and who have 
remained paws-in throughout its history. The loyalty 
of the trio to the show, along with that of many 
members of the wider crew and cast, has done much 
to maintain its integrity.

Robinson has been with Cats since it opened in 
London in 1981.

“When we originally did the show in London there 
was a little band of us that Gillie would work out a 
lot of the choreography on,” Jo-Anne recalls. “But of 
course over the years she has been very much hands 
on. For this particular version, Andrew and Trevor 
and Gillie have got back together, and as Andrew 
said they've basically reinvigorated it. 

Impossibly agile, the cast members do their fair 
share to make the performance magical, slinking, 
pouncing and prowling their way through the 
numbers in a way that would impress any cat. The 
jumbled chaos of the junkyard setting also works to 
immerse viewers in the world of the Jellicles from 
start to finish. Robinson attributes this to the unique 
vision of original designer John Napier.

“John created an environment, as opposed to a set. 
He designed it from a cat's perspective, and I think it 
enables the audience to get lost in that world. They 
still have to use their imagination, obviously, but this 
environment is created for them. They can completely 
get immersed in it, and do get drawn in to the story.

the author chose not to include in the publication. 
The omitted poem tells the tale of Grizabella the 
Glamour Cat, who in the show is shunned by the rest 
of the Jellicle cats but ultimately chosen to ascend 
to the ‘Heaviside Layer’ and be reborn, all while 
singing the classic ballad ‘Memory’.

In the early days of working on Cats, Andrew and 
Trevor struggled to pin down a storyline around 
which to build Eliot’s poems, as opposed to simply 
presenting them as an anthology put to song. 
Composer and director were both stunned and 
grateful when, out of the blue, Grizabella's story  
was literally handed to them.

“It was Valerie Eliot, TS Eliot's second wife, who 
produced the poem of Grizabella the Glamour Cat,” 
Robinson explains. “She said TS Eliot didn't want to 
include it in [Old Possum] because he felt it was too 
sad for children at the time. Basically, the lost poem 
gave Trevor the inspiration to find a storyline,  
and Andrew then got inspired and wrote this 
beautiful piece for the opening of Act 2, for  
Old Deuteronomy.

“There's a lot of philosophy going on underneath 
all of that work. It's not just a song and dance. It is 
obviously the physicality, the entertainment, the 
choreography, the musical side of it; but underneath 
it you've got this wonderful core story of this 
marginalised cat who ends up being accepted 
and acknowledged. Under the umbrella of Old 
Deuteronomy's philosophy.”

LEARN MORE  
aucklandlive.co.nz/cats

“You get families coming in, you get very young 
children who just sit so quietly, and are totally, 
totally absorbed with the storyline. Very young 
children go, ‘Why are those cats being so mean to 
that other cat, mummy?’ Then you've got the other 
side of it, the physicality of it, and the sensuality of 
the animal, and also how their characteristics can 
reflect or mirror some people in human society.”

Based on Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, 
a collection of poems TS Eliot penned for his 
godchildren, the show actually hinges on a poem 
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“IT IS OBVIOUSLY THE 
PHYSICALITY,  

THE ENTERTAINMENT,  
THE CHOREOGRAPHY,  

THE MUSICAL SIDE OF IT;  
BUT UNDERNEATH IT YOU'VE  

GOT THIS WONDERFUL  
CORE STORY’’


