Y

& The history of cat taming | 1

Cats have fascinated humans for millennia, becoming cherished pets across cultures. Over
thousands of years, they transformed from wild predators into domestic companions. This
article explores their transition from solitary hunters to beloved pets, highlighting key

historical interactions and cultural significance.

Early Beginnings in the Near East

Cat domestication began in the Near East, especially in the Fertile Crescent. African
wildcats, Felis silvestris lybica, thrived near human settlements. The region’s agricultural

landscape attracted rodents, which in turn, drew wildcats.

First Interactions with Humans

Around 9,000 years ago, humans settled into agricultural villages and stored surplus grains.
This storage attracted rodents, and wildcats followed the prey closer to human
communities. Humans benefited from cats’ ability to control pests, while cats found a steady

supply of food and safety near people.

A 9,500-year-old burial site in Cyprus, containing both a human and a cat, confirms that cats

had earned their place as companions.

Gradual Domestication Process

Unlike dogs, humans did not actively breed cats for specific traits. Natural selection favored
wildcats that could tolerate living close to humans. This slow adaptation eventually led to

domestication.

Genetic studies show that domestic cats share a common ancestor with the African wildcat.

Despite domestication, hybridization with other wildcat subspecies rarely occurred.
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Wildcats simply adapted to human settlements, which led to easier cohabitation.

Cats in Ancient Civilizations

Revered in Ancient Egypt

Ancient Egypt played a key role in cat domestication. Cats helped protect grain stores from
rodents and held spiritual significance. Egyptians associated cats with the goddess Bastet,

linking them to fertility, security, and home. Harming a cat was a serious crime.
Egyptians kept cats as pets and even mummified them, showing the high status cats held.
Cats in Greece and Rome

From Egypt, cats spread to Greece and Rome. These societies valued cats for pest control.
Wealthy families often kept cats to manage rodents, further boosting their status as

household companions.

In Greece, cats became symbols of femininity and domestic life. Their connection to the

huntress goddess Artemis reinforced their role as protectors.

Cats in Medieval Times

Europe’s Complex Relationship

During the Middle Ages, European attitudes toward cats became superstitious. Cats,
especially black ones, were linked to witchcraft, leading to persecution. Despite this, cats

remained useful in controlling rodents, particularly during plagues.
Favorable Views in Asia

Asia held a more positive view of cats. In China and Japan, cats protected grain and silk
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from pests and were considered good luck symbols. The Japanese Maneki-neko, or

“beckoning cat,” is a talisman believed to bring fortune.

Renaissance and Cultural Shifts

During the Renaissance, exploration and trade routes expanded. Cats traveled with sailors
to control ship rats, spreading across the globe. Respect for cats increased, and they

became subjects in literature and art.

By the 18th and 19th centuries, cats had secured their place as common household pets.

Modern Domestication and Breeding

In the 19th century, cat breeding gained popularity. Breed registries and cat shows
emerged, sparking the rise of cat enthusiasts. Selective breeding created distinct cat

breeds, including the Siamese and Persian.

Cats in Contemporary Culture

Today, cats are one of the most popular pets. Their independent yet playful nature continues
to endear them to many. The internet has amplified cat culture, with memes, videos, and

social media celebrating them.

Therapy cats now provide emotional support to individuals, reinforcing the deep bond

between humans and felines.
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A Timeless Bond

The history of cat domestication shows the deep connection between humans and felines.
From early hunters to modern-day companions, cats have adapted to life with people. Their

journey highlights their resilience and the benefits of this mutual relationship.

Cats have journeyed from wild predators to cherished companions over thousands of years.
Their adaptability and symbiotic relationship with humans have made them a beloved part
of households and cultures worldwide. As they continue to captivate us, their timeless bond

with people remains stronger than ever.
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