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Background

For exhibition purposes tabby cats were initially recognised in four patterns known as: ticked, mackerel, spotted and classic. Recently, two more patterns identified as marbled and rosette were accepted. The marbled pattern is characterised by horizontal flowing markings that possess colour within colour on a contrasting ground colour, whereas the rosette pattern has dual-coloured spots based on a complementary background. These two dramatic patterns were fast tracked in pedigree cats by the introduction of the Asian Leopard (or Felis bengalensis) into domestic cats (or Felis catus) to generate the breed known as the Bengal.

Originally, the ancestral cat was a shorthair tabby cat with black and yellow agouti markings. These cats were present on Earth when there was much greater forestation, less domestication and no industrialisation. The coats that clothed these wild type tabby cats acted as a camouflage helping them blend with their surroundings. Even so, the coat colour genes responsible for the early tabbies were prone to spontaneous mutation and these mutations lead to a large variety of coat colours including the dazzling tortie and white cat as well as solid or self-coloured cats. The subsequent domestication and selective breeding of rare cats with solid coat colours lead to the diminished popularity of the shorthair tabby, however, over the past decades the tabby has regained its former status with some stunning results.

Common Pattern Faults of Tabbies

When compared to longhair tabbies, the regular pattern faults of shorthair tabbies are generally easier to identify and include such faults as mismatched rings on the tail giving the cats tail a herringbone appearance. Certain tabbies may lack the solid tip on the end of their tail. This flaw is not ideal as many judges use the colour of the tail tip as the yardstick for feline coat colour identification (Fowler, 2003). On the other hand some tabby cats may have a near solid-coloured tail representing a lack of ground colour. This failing is frequent in the classic or blotched pattern cat.

When assessing the body markings of all tabbies it is important to look at both sides of the cat because asymmetry of body markings may be present (ie the two sides of the cat are not the same). Often judges need to stand back from the cat to examine both sides of the cat. In some cases, tabbies such as spotteds may well be a combination of both spotted and mackerel patterns. Indeed in some breeds the spotted pattern is thought to be a modification of the mackerel pattern whereas in other breeds it appears to be a distinct mutation (Vella et al, 1999). Non-selective breeding of spotted cats with linked spots may result in cats with scrambled patterns. These cats may have some undesirable residual mackerel pattern known as brindling or rib barring when it is present on the cat’s ribs.

Longhair Tabbies

In Group 1 cats, the presence of longhair coats may cloud the issues around breeding and judging really distinctive tabbies. It is not always easy for judges to find a typical well-defined tabby pattern on longhairs. In some cats, such as the Himalayan tabby points, judges have to mainly rely on the presence of the M marking on the face because there is often a lack of clues to suggest the cat is definitely a tabby. The rings on the tail and the bars on the legs are frequently not obvious and many longhair tabbies have a solid-topped tail. As a result judges may need to look at the underside of the cat’s tail for evidence of tabby rings.

Density or Intensity of Tabby Markings

The issue of desirable dense markings on long and short hair tabbies deserves some consideration. The word ‘dense’ in the tabby standard implies depth of marking colour and that when the cat’s coat is parted, judges may well expect to see marking colour down to the skin level. While this phenomenon may exist on some particularly dark classic tabbies, it is not prevalent in all tabbies. Generally, there is obvious ground colour underneath the surface of the marking colour. The word ‘intense’ rather than dense is perhaps a better word to describe ideal tabby markings because it recognises the need for distinct markings while eliminating the possibility of penalising a cat that does not have deep markings to the skin.

The overlapping nature of individual long hairs in the longhaired coat may dim the tabby pattern as the marking colour that is on the ends of the hair fibres mixes with the exposed ground colour of other hair fibres thus reducing the effect of the tabby marking colour (Vella et al, 1999). Additionally, one of the difficulties with the markings on longhaired cats may be the distribution of pigmentation on the individual longhair fibres. Studies in mice have shown that long hair comes about due to a genetic mutation in one of the growth factor genes that influence actively growing hair follicles. If the misspelt growth factor gene does not make enough of a particular growth factor protein, the brake that normally cuts in to produce short hair stays off and the hair follicle remains in the growth phase for a few days longer and long hair results (Hebert et al, 1993). Normally, pigmentation of the hair follicle is tightly linked to the hair growth cycle (Van Neste and Tobin, 2004). Therefore it stands to reason that if the genes responsible for pigmentation are not completely in tune with the extended growth phase of the hair follicle, the longhair fibres may well lack well defined pattern.

Besides the longhair fibre itself dispersing the tabby pattern, there can be other reasons for inadequate markings. In other words, characteristics that are undesirable in longhair tabbies may not be just due to the long hair (see previous section entitled: ‘Common Pattern Faults of Tabbies’). Another possible cause of poor markings in longhaired cats can be observed in the Oriental shorthairs where too much agouti banding or ticking in their short, fine coats can be responsible for a lack of intense markings making it tough to ascertain the specific pattern type (Fowler, 2003).

Dilute Tabbies

Dilute tabbies such as lilacs and creams can be hard to read in terms of accurate coat patterns because of the pale colour pigmentation of both markings and ground colour. This combination may not allow enough contrast. Again judges may need to stand back from the cat while asking the steward to display one side of the cat, then the other.

In the dilute blue tabby, solid spine lines can be a real problem particularly as these cats age. In reality some blue tabby cats may have had their oatmeal ground colour groomed out due to the cat’s spine being one of the most accessible areas for the owner’s brush and comb to reach. However, on some occasions, judges may see a cat entered as a ‘blue-silver’ tabby when it is very difficult to find any real evidence of silver. Remember that for a cat to be silver at least one of its parents needs to be silver (Vella et al, 1999). Blue tabbies with white undercoat, particularly on the spine, may be what are known as in the shorthairs as ‘white-backed blues’- these so-called ‘blue-silver’ tabby cats are not genetic silvers despite having very cold undercoat.  

O Gene Tabbies

In the O gene series of exhibition tabbies the lack of obvious markings can be a disappointment. The dilemma for judges with the reds and creams is often too little markings on the ones entered as tabbies and too many markings on the ones entered as solids. These ‘tabbied’ solids or weak tabbies occur due to the non agouti gene product being incapable of acting on the O gene pigment thus allowing the tabby markings to breakthrough. These cats are not true tabbies as they lack the agouti gene that would make them a bona fide tabby (Brown, 1992). It is further complicated in long hairs as the length of coat helps disperse any residual markings. Unfortunately for judges many of these ‘tabbied’ cats need to be test-bred or require a DNA test for the presence of the dominant agouti gene that would determine their true tabby status (Fowler, 2002; 2003).  

White Chins 

The lighter colour on the chin of tabbies is usual and is particularly evident on brown tabbies. The question for judges is whether the cat’s chin is actually white and if so how much white is acceptable. Often the way for judges to resolve this is to compare the cat’s chin with the judge’s white jacket or to part the fur on the cat’s chin and throat and see if it is actually white or very light agouti.

Brown and Silver Tabbies

Brown and silver tabbies are the two regular tabby colours seen in Group 1. It is a real test for breeders to produce cats of intense pattern and correct ground colour along with good type, good eye colour and good coat length and texture. With reference to coat texture it appears that the silver hair fibre is not as robust as the non-silver colours and can tend to break or pull out very easily during grooming. In addition, the silver cats seem to be more prone to stress moulting or unseasonable coat shedding. Like some other feline colours it is not straightforward to keep silver cats in top show condition.

In Group 1, brown and silver tabbies also include the golden and the chinchilla, respectively. All these cats basically evolved from a common ancestral black tabby cat with yellow agouti banding. It is a big request for tabby breeding programs to generate warm glowing brown tabbies and sparkling clear white silver tabbies. In the case of the silver tabby it is the responsibility of the dominant silver inhibitor gene to bleach out all the richly coloured yellow pigment in the ground colour of brown tabbies to pure white in silver tabbies. This may well be possible if the brown tabby does not have a build up of rufous polygenes or in other words, warm coat colour modifiers, if it does then rufism or yellowing or tarnishing may be present on the silver coat. In other words, the silver lacks clarity. It goes without saying that good typed silvers with tarnishing, or brown tabbies with cold yellow tones are disheartening.

Shaded Silvers and Chinchillas

With respect to the shaded silver or chinchilla Persian there has been an interesting debate as to whether this is a ticked tabby pattern cat. It is noteworthy that there is little reference in the literature as to whether the ticked tabby gene (as we know it in the Abyssinian or Somali breeds) is in the Persian gene pool. Indeed very young chinchillas, goldens or shaded silver baby kittens may have definite classic or mackerel tabby patterns thus excluding them from being conventional ticked tabbies. To explain these tipped cats Roy Robinson proposed the existence of a gene known as ‘wide band’ that results in pigment colour only appearing at the ends of silver fur (Vella et al 1999). However, breeding studies suggest that rather than a single wide band gene, several modifier genes or polygenes influence the tabby pattern by reducing the number of agouti bands on the coat and diffusing the tabby pattern to produce the chinchilla, golden or shaded silver. No matter what the genetic mechanism is for generating tipped cats, breeding these cats is a tremendous challenge. It is compounded by the desire for perfect green eye colour – a colour, which is a no, no in the solid Persian coat colours.

All cat breeders who have worked with green-eyed silvers know only too well the need to outcross to a solid coloured cat to ensure type – this often brings with it incorrect eye colour and/or tarnished silver coats. This is a real problem in some breeds where the breed standard instructs judges to severely penalise cats with faults in what are essentially painter and decorator genes. Certainly many breeders of other shorthair silver tabbies were quite envious that the breeders of Persian and Exotic silver tabbies were able to obtain acceptance for orange-eyed silvers. Nonetheless admirers of silver cats agree that a high quality silver Persian cat is truly the Rolls Royce of the cat fancy (Reichle, 2001). 

Summary – How can judges help improve the quality of tabby patterns in show cats?

Overall, tabby pattern faults in shorthairs are relatively simple to recognise and result in judges actively assessing cats however; by comparison, when judges come to the longhair tabby judges can on occasion be a more passive perhaps even complacent about the tabby cat that has been entered for appraisal. Also, it would appear that many fanciers are content to have tabbies judged as a tabby rather than giving judges clear direction as to what sort of tabby the cat is. It is imperative that breeders understand the basic genetic rule that in order to produce a tabby kitten one of its parents must be an agouti tabby. Understanding this may be compounded in some breeding programs because the parents of tabbies may have been incorrectly registered as solids. 

One of the ways forward to improve the coat pattern of longhair tabbies is education and encouragement of fanciers. It is not unusual for judges to give some extra points to encourage rare breeds and difficult-to-achieve coat colours, but this is not enough. Along with the territory of encouraging exhibitors, judges have a subtle duty to raise awareness. It is the judges that set the height of the bar when it comes to awarding exhibits on merit and in relation to tabbies it is up to judges to ensure that they know exactly what tabby class the cat is to be judged in. Unfortunately, the tabby category in which the cat is registered does not always appear on judging slips. It is only by asking what sort of tabby the cat is that judges will make some real progress toward the cat fancy understanding and promoting excellence in Group1 tabby patterns. 

Of course it may cause a little disruption for judges to ask show personnel to occasionally check the entry form for what type of tabby a cat is. This rare request may evoke criticism – judges may appear to lack knowledge. Judges could feel their shoulders are not broad enough to ask but there are several reasons why judges should not hesitate to seek clarification. First, tabby patterns can be extremely seasonal. It is often an act of faith for exhibitors to fill out entry forms during summer for shows in autumn because after a summer moult except for the head, feet and leg markings the rest of the cat’s normally well-defined coat may be just a blur making it difficult to know what category the tabby is. The second reason is that some tabby patterns genuinely fall into what is really an ‘any other tabby’ category. These are not good tabbies and come about when the tabby pattern is unable to fully express itself due to genetic, embryological or environmental reasons. The third reason is that there is always the remote possibility that the wrong cat is in the wrong cage. This unlikely event is rare but it happens from time to time in closed shows keeping judges, exhibitors and show personnel on their toes.
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