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A DEEP DIVE INTO
THE
ENCHANTMENT:
THE MYSTERY OF
THE MAGICAL MR.
MISTOFFELEES

Few moments in
musical theatre
capture pure theatrical
magic quite like the
moment the lights dim,
the music shifts, and a
single, enigmatic figure
steps into the
spotlight. He is the
conjuror, the paradox,
the cat who is "fearless
and wild and as strong
as a steel trap" yet
conjures with the
quietest of whispers. In

the grand tapestry of
Andrew Lloyd Webber’s
Cats, no character
embodies the show's
mystical heart quite
like the Cats Musical
Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees. From his
iconic black-and-white
costume to his dazzling
ballet turns and the
legendary "conjuring
turn" number, this
feline remains one of
the most fascinating
and beloved figures in
the entire Jellicle tribe.
This article explores

the history, the
artistry, and the
enduring allure of the
"Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees,"

examining why he
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continues to captivate
audiences worldwide.

THE ORIGINS OF
MISTOFFELEES IN
T.S. ELIOT'S
POETRY

Before he pirouetted
across the stage of the
New London Theatre,
Mr. Mistoffelees existed
in the pages of T.S.
Eliot's Old Possum’s
Book of Practical Cats.
Eliot’s original poem,
"The Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees," is a light-
hearted and admiring
description of a cat
with supernatural
abilities. The poem
marvels at how this cat
can vanish, produce
mice from nowhere,
and perform seven
types of illusion at
once. It wasn't
necessarily written
with a grand musical in
mind, but Andrew
Lloyd Webber and the
show’s director, Trevor

Nunn, saw immense
potential in this quirky
character. They
recognized that the
poem’s description of a
“remarkable cat with a
talent for magic" could
be translated into a
stunning theatrical set
piece. The poem's
clever rhymes and
sense of wonder
provided the perfect
foundation for what
would become one of
the most visually and
physically demanding
roles in the musical.
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Character

Transfor

mation

While the poem gives
us the essence—the
magic, the mystery,
the distinctive black-

and-white "tuxedo"
coat—the musical
expands  significantly

upon it. In the stage
show, Mistoffelees is
not just a magician; he
is also a prodigious
dancer, particularly in
ballet. He serves as the
tribe's court jester,
sorcerer, and a liminal
figure  often  seen
perched high above
the stage. His role is
pivotal in the plot: after
Old Deuteronomy is
kidnapped by Macavity
(the "Napoleon of

Crime"), it is the
magical talents of Mr.
Mistoffelees that are
summoned. The
second act features the
famous "Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees" number,
where the other cats
beg him to use his
powers to bring
Deuteronomy back. His
triumphant "conjuring
turn" is the climax of
the act, rescuing the
leader and restoring
hope to the Jellicle
clan. This
transformation from a
simple poetic oddity to
a hero of the narrative
is a brilliant example of
how musical
adaptation can breathe
new life into source
material.

THE ART OF THE
CONJURING TURN:
DANCE, ILLUSION,
AND TECHNICAL
MASTERY

The

"Magical Mr.



Mistoffelees" number is
arguably the most
physically taxing and
technically demanding
sequence in the entire
show. It requires a
performer who is equal
parts acrobat, ballet
dancer, and actor. The
song itself builds from
a hushed, almost
reverent admiration
("You ought to ask Mr.
Mistoffelees") to a
triumphant, explosive
finale. The performer
must execute a series
of impossible-looking
ballet

sequences—including a
famous tour jeté with a
full split—all while
maintaining the illusion
of effortless magic. The
dance is not just for
show; it is the magic.
The choreography,
originally by Gillian
Lynne, is a masterclass
in cats musical

storytelling. Each spin
and leap suggests the
casting of a spell. The
character's signature
move, the "Mistoffelees

turn" (a multiple
pirouette that
transitions into a

cartwheel-like leap),
has become iconic in
the world of musical
theatre dance.

The Role
of
Costume
and
Lighting

No discussion of
Mistoffelees is
complete without
examining his striking
visual presentation.
The costume, a sleek

m ical Mr. . :
_ag ca black body suit with
Mistoffelees .
white chest, gloves,
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and a white "mask"
around the eyes,
instantly distinguishes
him from the other
cats. It is a direct
homage to a
magician’s formal
wear—a tuxedo cat, in
effect.  The  white
patches also serve a
practical purpose:
against the dark, often
gothic stage lighting,
these white elements
draw the audience’s
eye to the dancer’s
movements,

emphasizing every
gesture of the hands
and every line of the
body. The lighting
design for the "Magical
Mr. Mistoffelees"
number is equally
crucial. Strobe lights,
focal spots, and
sudden blackouts are
used to cover the
"tricks," such as when
the fireflies (dancers
with glowing lights)
appear or when

Mistoffelees "vanishes"
and reappears
elsewhere. The total
effect—costume,

lighting, choreography,
and music—creates a
seamless illusion that
leaves audiences
genuinely wondering,
"Did he just do that?"

THE VOICE AND
THE SONG: A
UNIQUE BLEND

Interestingly, the
character of
Mistoffelees rarely
solos. The song
"Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees" is sung

predominantly by the
ensemble, particularly
by Quaxo or a featured
cat, while Mistoffelees

dances. This is a
brilliant narrative
choice. The Cats

Musical Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees is not
one who boasts about
his own abilities;
instead, the other cats



recount his legend.
This builds mystique.
The song’s melody is
deceptively simple—a
driving, rhythmic tune
that builds in intensity.
The lyrics are taken
almost verbatim from
Eliot's poem, giving it a
literary purity. The
climax, where the
chorus sings "He can
pick any card from a
pack, He is always near
to a cat in a fix," leads
to the moment when
Mistoffelees finally
"conjures" the cat
again, not by pulling a
rabbit from a hat, but
by making the entire
stage burst into light
and bringing OId
Deuteronomy back
through sheer
theatrical power. The
song is a love letter to
the character from the
tribe itself.

Who Was
the First
Mistoffele
es? A
Look at
Wayne
Sleep

The original
Mistoffelees in  the
West End and on
Broadway was the
phenomenal dancer
Wayne Sleep. Sleep
was already a
celebrated principal
dancer with the Royal
Ballet, known for his
incredible jump, speed,
and charismatic stage
presence. He was short
in stature, which the
creative team
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POPULARICUETYRE
character seem more
supernatural and
otherworldly. Sleep’s
execution of the role
set the gold standard
for all who followed. He
brought a sense of
playful mischief mixed
with balletic precision
that defined the
character for decades.
His performance in the
1998 filmed version of
Cats (where he played
the role as an older,
more ethereal version)
is still considered the
definitive portrayal by
many fans. Sleep’s
background in classical
ballet was crucial; the
role required a dancer
with the discipline to
perform difficult steps
while also embodying
the feral, feline quality
that the show
demands.

MISTOFFELEES IN

AND LEGACY

Beyond the stage,
Mistoffelees has
become one of the
most recognizable
characters from Cats,
second only to
Grizabella and perhaps
Rum Tum Tugger. The
"Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees" number is
frequently performed
in medleys, at awards
shows, and during the
show’s many tours.
The character’s iconic
design has been
reproduced on
merchandise, from t-
shirts to collectible
figures. In the 2019
film adaptation
directed by Tom
Hooper, the role was
played by dancer
Laurent Bourgeois
(also known as Lil
Buck), who brought a
street-dance, hip-hop
influenced movement



vocabulary to the role,
sparking debate
among purists but also
introducing a new
generation to the
character’'s magic.
Regardless of the
interpretation, the core
of the character
remains: the idea that
magic exists in the
world, that it is subtle,
beautiful, and often
performed by the
quietest among us.
Mistoffelees is a
testament to the power
of skill and artistry
over brute force.

The
Mystery
of the

Mistoffele
es:
Plurality
and
Performa
nce

One of the interesting
aspects of the Cats
Musical Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees is that
the role is often
performed by two
different actors in the
same production.
Because the show runs
eight times a week and
the dance demands

are so extreme,
1} 1 producers often cast a
Other ”swing” or
"understudy"
specifically for
Mistoffelees.
Additionally, the
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Wi Mistoffelees
(often named Quaxo or
Carbucketty in the
programme) shares
some of the black-and-
white costume
elements and performs
in the chorus. This
creates a sort of
"Jellicle Magic Society"
where multiple cats
embody the magical
archetype. It also
means that audiences
can see wildly different
interpretations of the
same role in the same
week. Some dancers
emphasize the balletic
grace, while others
lean into the
mischievous, almost
chaotic energy. This
adaptability is a
hallmark of a truly
great theatrical
character—it can be
reinterpreted yet
remains fundamentally
the same.

MISTOFFELEES
CONTINUES TO
CAPTIVATE

There is a universal
appeal in the idea of
the underdog who
possesses a hidden,
powerful talent.
Mistoffelees is not the
largest, the loudest, or
the most glamorous
cat in the tribe. Yet, in
the moment of
greatest crisis, it is his
quiet power that saves
the day. This narrative
resonates deeply with
audiences, especially
children, who often feel
overlooked.

Furthermore, the sheer
spectacle of the dance
is breathtaking. In an
age of digital effects
and CGI, the live,
physical magic of a
dancer executing an
impossible leap under
a pinpoint of light
remains one of the
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most potent forms of
theatre. The character
also represents the
intersection of art
forms: poetry (Eliot),
classical music
(Webber), Dballet
(Lynne), and theatre
(Nunn). Mistoffelees is,
in a very real sense, a
living manifestation of
what musical theatre
can achieve when all
these disciplines work
in harmony.

Mastering
the

Magic:
Tips for
Aspiring
Performer

S

For young dancers and
actors dreaming of
playing the Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees, the path
is demanding. Here are
a few key attributes
required:

* Exceptional
Ballet Training:
You must be able
to perform grand
allegro, multiple
pirouettes, and
clean grand
jetés. Elementary
technique is not
enough; you
need
professional-level
classical ballet.

e Strong
Acrobatic or
Gymnastic
Background:
Many
productions
incorporate flips,
handsprings, and
even tumbling
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passes.
Headsprings and
handsprings are
common.

Acting Through
Movement: You
cannot simply
"dance the
steps." You must
convey mischief,
mystery, and a
hint of isolation.
Facial
expressions and
eye contact with
the audience are
crucial.
Stamina: The
"Magical Mr.
Mistoffelees"
number comes
near the end of a
nearly two-hour
show. Dancers
must also
perform in other
ensemble
numbers, such as
"The Jellicle Ball,"
"The Rum Tum
Tugger," and
"Macavity."

11

e Listening to
the Music: The
tempo and
dynamics of
Webber’s score
dictate every
move. You must
have musicality.

Aspirants should study
recordings of Wayne
Sleep, as well as recent
Broadway and West
End performers, to
understand the range
of interpretations
possible.

THE MAGIC LIVES
ON

From the dusty pages
of T.S. Eliot's poetry
book to the glittering
stages of the world, the
Cats Musical Magical
Mr. Mistoffelees
continues to enchant.
He is a testament to
the idea that true
magic is mastery, that
the most powerful
forces are often quiet,
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and that theatre itself
is a form of illusion.
The moment he
launches into that final,
soaring jeté, as the
music swells and the

lights blaze, we are all,
for one brief moment,
believers in the
impossible. The Jellicle
Ball may end, the tribe
may depart,
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