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From Ancient Rome to Modern Times
Italy’s deep connection with cats spans centuries, as myth, mystery, and superstition have
shaped how these animals are perceived. Cats transitioned from protectors in ancient Rome
to  symbols  of  luck,  independence,  and cunning in  modern Italian  culture.  This  article
explores the significant role cats have played in Italy’s folklore, intertwining with history,
art, and daily life.

Cats in Ancient Rome: Guardians and
Symbols of Luck
Italians have cherished their relationship with cats since ancient Rome. Cats were highly
valued for keeping homes free of  rodents,  crucial  for  protecting food supplies.  Roman
soldiers carried cats to battle, believing they brought good fortune. Cats also held a close
association with the Roman goddess Diana, the protector of the moon, animals, and women.
They symbolized her mystical power, further embedding themselves in Roman society.

In addition to protection, cats were influenced by Egypt. Romans admired Egypt’s deep
connection to cats, particularly the goddess Bastet, who represented fertility and protection.
This admiration further solidified the idea that cats brought good fortune, marking the
beginning of a lasting appreciation for these animals in Italian culture.

The Dark Ages: Cats and Superstitions
During the Middle Ages, cats in Italy faced darker times. Superstitions associated them with
witchcraft, particularly black cats, who were seen as symbols of evil. Many believed black
cats were witches in disguise or possessed by dark spirits. Churches fueled these rumors,
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spreading the belief that cats accompanied witches, damaging their reputation.

Despite these fears, rural communities continued to value cats for their pest control skills.
In agricultural areas, they remained essential protectors of crops. While superstition grew,
their practical role in keeping pests away endured.

The Tale of La Gatta di San Siro
One of Italy’s most enduring tales is the story of La Gatta di San Siro. This white cat,
believed to live in the church of San Siro in Genoa, was thought to possess miraculous
powers.  Locals believed the cat could heal sick children and bring good luck to those
visiting the church. The legend of La Gatta highlights the mysterious and protective nature
of cats in Italian folklore.

Black Cats: Symbols of Dual Fortune
Black  cats  hold  a  special  yet  conflicting  place  in  Italian  folklore.  In  some  regions,
encountering a  black cat  brings bad luck,  especially  if  it  crosses  your  path,  signaling
malevolent  forces.  However,  in  southern  Italy,  black  cats  are  viewed  as  protectors,
particularly when they sleep near babies. Their presence is believed to safeguard the family
and bring prosperity.

This  duality  illustrates  the  broader  view Italians  have  of  cats,  where  superstition  and
reverence often coexist.

Cats in Proverbs and Literature
Cats have left their mark on Italian culture through everyday language. Expressions like “Il
gatto e la volpe” (the cat and the fox) describe cunning individuals who collaborate to
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deceive others, as seen in Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio. Another common saying, “Quando il
gatto non c’è, i topi ballano” (When the cat’s away, the mice will play), reflects the mischief
that  arises  when  authority  is  absent.  These  proverbs  showcase  the  cleverness  and
independence Italians associate with cats.

In art  and literature,  cats  symbolize mystery and grace.  Renaissance artists,  including
Leonardo da Vinci,  celebrated their  elegance.  Da Vinci  once famously  remarked,  “The
smallest  feline is  a  masterpiece.”  Cats  often appear in literature as wise and curious,
captivating readers with their complex character.

Cats  in  Modern  Italian  Culture:
Festivals and Legends
Today, cats remain an integral part of Italian life. Cities like Rome are renowned for their
colonies of stray cats, regarded as guardians of ancient ruins. Locals care for these cats,
which have become as much a part of the city’s heritage as its landmarks. Many believe that
the cats wandering Rome descend from felines once owned by Roman emperors, further
elevating their legendary status.

Italy honors its  feline friends every year on February 17th,  during La Festa del  Gatto
(National Cat Day). This celebration recognizes the important role cats play in the country’s
folklore and culture. It is a time to appreciate both domestic and stray cats, with events held
in shelters and communities nationwide.

Conclusion: Cats as Timeless Symbols
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in Italy
Cats have journeyed through Italy’s folklore, evolving from guardians in ancient Rome to
symbols  of  mystery,  independence,  and  fortune.  They  have  been  feared  and  revered,
embodying the duality of luck and misfortune. Through art, literature, and festivals, cats
have secured their place in Italy’s rich cultural heritage, continuing to enchant and mystify.
Whether roaming the ruins of Rome or celebrated in folklore, cats remain an integral part of
Italy’s identity.
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