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THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF THE
GINGHAM DOG
AND THE CALICO
CAT

Few  pieces  of  classic
American  poetry  have
c a p t u r e d  t h e
imagination  quite  like
Eugene  Field's  1888
masterpiece, The Duel.
While  the  official  title
speaks  of  a  conflict,
the poem is universally
remembered  by  the
charming characters at
its heart: the Gingham
Dog And The Calico
Cat. This whimsical yet
strangely dark nursery
rhyme  has  been  a

stap le  o f  bedt ime
reading  for  over  a
century. But what is it
about  a  stuffed  dog,  a
f a b r i c  c a t ,  a n d  a
wooden  spoon  that
continues  to  resonate
wi th  ch i ld ren  and
adul ts  a l ike?  Th is
article delves deep into
the history, symbolism,
and  lasting  legacy  of
this  peculiar  poem,
exploring why the tale
of  the  Gingham  Dog
And  The  Calico  Cat
remains  a  beloved
p i e c e  o f  l i t e r a r y
history.
At  first  glance,  the
poem  tells  a  simple
story.  A  gingham dog
and  a  calico  cat,  two
inanimate toys brought
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t o  l i f e  i n  t h e
imagination of a child,
engage  in  a  fierce
"duel"  under  the  light
o f  t h e  m o o n .  T h e
altercation is witnessed
by  a  horrified  Chinese
plate  and a  "little  toy
dog  that  is  covered
with  rust."  The  conflict
escalates until,  as the
p o e m  f a m o u s l y
concludes,  the  two
adversaries  "eat  each
other  up."  The  poem
ends with the poignant
image  of  the  Chinese
plate  declaring  that
"the  old  Dutch  clock
and the Chinese plate"
saw the entire affair.  It
is  a  tale  of  unbridled
conflict,  absurdity,  and
a  strangely  satisfying
resolution.

THE ORIGIN OF
THE GINGHAM DOG
AND THE CALICO
CAT

Eugene
Field: The
Poet of
Childhood
To  understand  the
poem,  one  must  first
understand its creator.
E u g e n e  F i e l d
(1850–1895)  was  a
celebrated  American
writer,  journalist,  and
humorist known for his
light-hearted  poems
and  essays  about
childhood.  He  earned
the nickname "the poet
of  childhood"  for  his
ability  to  capture  the
innocent,  whimsical,
a n d  s o m e t i m e s
surprisingly dark world
o f  a  c h i l d ' s
imagination.  Field  lost
his mother at a young
age and was raised by
a  guardian;  this  early
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l o s s  m a y  h a v e
contr ibuted  to  h is
deep,  sentimental
connect ion  to  the
fleeting  nature  of
youth.  His  work  often
treads  a  fine  line
b e t w e e n  j o y  a n d
m e l a n c h o l y ,  a
characteristic  that  is
powerfully on display in
The Duel.
F i e l d  o r i g i n a l l y
published The Duel  in
the Chicago Daily News
in  1888.  It  was  later
included  in  his  1894
collection,  Love  Songs
of  Ch i ldhood .  The
poem  was  an  instant
s u c c e s s ,  a n d  t h e
charac ters  o f  the
g ingham  dog  and
cal ico  cat  qu ick ly
became  iconic  figures
in  American  nursery
folklore.

The
Poem: A
Synopsis
T h e  n a r r a t i v e  i s
deceptively  simple.
The gingham dog and
the  ca l i co  cat  a re
seated side-by-side on
the  hea r th  rug .  A
dispute  arises  in  the
middle  of  the  night,
and  they  decide  to
settle it with a "duel."
This  is  not  a  duel  of
swords or pistols, but a
chaotic,  noisy  fight.
They "bark" and "hiss"
and "growl" and "spit,"
a cacophony of  sound
that disrupts the quiet
h o u s e h o l d .  T h e
onlooking  objects  in
the  room—a  Chinese
plate, a little rusted toy
dog, and the old Dutch
c l o c k ,  w h o  i s  t h e
narrator—watch  in
disbelief.  The  conflict
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grows  fiercer  until  the
poem  ends  w i th  a
shocking  twist:  "the
gingham dog  and  the
calico  cat  /  Wallowed
this  way  and tumbled
that, / Employing every
tooth and claw / In the
awfullest way you ever
saw— /  And,  oh!  how
the gingham and calico
flew!  /  (Only  the
Chinese plate knew!) /
And  the  o ld  Dutch
clock, it told the time /
As  the  gingham  dog
and the calico cat / Ate
each  other  up  with
complete  satisfaction."
The  finality  of  the
phrase  "complete
satisfaction"  is  both
h u m o r o u s  a n d
unsettl ing.

SYMBOLISM AND
DEEPER MEANING

The

Conflict
of
Opposites
On  the  surface,  the
poem is a lighthearted
romp  about  fighting
toys. However, literary
scholars  have  long
debated  the  deeper
symbo l i sm  o f  the
Gingham  Dog  And
The  Calico  Cat.  One
p r e v a l e n t
interpretation  is  that
the  two  characters
represent  opposing
forces.  Gingham  is  a
woven, checked fabric,
typically  associated
with  rural,  domestic,
and  plain  l i fe.  The
"g ingham  dog"  i s
sturdy,  practical,  and
perhaps a little coarse.
Calico,  on  the  other
hand,  i s  a  pr inted
cotton  fabr ic  with
intricate, often floral or
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colorful  patterns.  A
"calico cat" is a feline
with a tri-colored coat,
suggesting  a  more
exotic,  unpredictable,
and  i ndependen t
nature. The duel, then,
is a battle between the
plain  and  the  ornate,
the  domestic  and  the
wild,  the  predictable
and the chaotic.  Their
mutual destruction is a
s u r r e n d e r  t o  t h e
inevitable  conflict
i n h e r e n t  i n  a l l
relationships.

The
Clock, the
Plate, and
the
Rusted

Toy
The  other  objects  in
the room are not mere
decoration;  they  are
crucial  narrators  and
symbo ls .  The  old
Dutch  clock,  which
" t o l d  t h e  t i m e , "
represents  objective
reality and the passage
of time. It is a neutral
observer,  indifferent  to
the  drama  unfolding
below.  The  Chinese
plate  is  a  delicate,
imported  object  of
beauty and fragility. It
is  the  most  horrified
witness,  representing
the  refined,  civilized
world  that  is  shocked
and  appalled  by  the
raw, primal violence of
the duel. The little toy
dog that is covered
with rust is a poignant
figure.  It  is  neglected
and worn, a symbol of
toys  that  are  unloved
o r  f o r g o t t e n .  I t s
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presence highlights the
stark contrast between
the  intense  drama  of
the  gingham dog  and
cal ico  cat  and  the
quiet ,  over looked
existence  of  other
objects. It is a reminder
that not all stories are
told in grand battles.

The
"Complet
e
Satisfacti
on" of
Destructi
on
The most puzzling and
perhaps  profound
element of the poem is
the  ending.  The  two
adversaries do not just

fight;  they  consume
each  o ther  "with
c o m p l e t e
satisfaction."  This
can  be  interpreted  in
several  ways.  It  could
represent  the  self-
destructive  nature  of
anger and resentment.
When  two  peop le
engage  in  a  b i t ter
conflict,  they  can
"consume"  each  other
emotionally,  leaving
nothing but  remnants.
Alternatively,  it  could
be  a  child's  logical,  if
brutal,  solution  to  a
problem. If you cannot
have peace, you must
have  total  victory,
even  if  that  victory
m e a n s  t o t a l
ann ih i la t ion .  The
phrase  "complete
sat is fact ion"  a lso
imp l i e s  a  ce r ta in
a b s u r d i s m ,  a
recognition  that  some
conflicts  are  so
pointless that the only
satisfying resolution is
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a  fantastical,  comedic
self-destruction. It is a
lesson in the futility of
fighting.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND LEGACY

In
Literature
and Art
Since  its  publication,
the  Gingham  Dog
And  The  Calico  Cat
have  become  cultural
touchstones. The poem
has been illustrated by
countless  artists,  each
bringing  their  unique
interpretation  to  the
characters .  Some
illustrations  depict  the
toys  as  charming  and
cuddly,  while  others
lean  into  the  poem's
darker  undertones,
s h o w i n g  a  m o r e
chaotic and destructive

scene.  The  poem  has
b e e n  i n c l u d e d  i n
a n t h o l o g i e s  o f
children's  poetry  for
over a hundred years,
ensuring that each new
g e n e r a t i o n  i s
introduced  to  Field's
peculiar  story.
Beyond  the  poem
itself, the imagery has
permeated  popular
culture.  The  phrase
"gingham  dog  and
calico  cat"  is  often
used as a shorthand for
a  mismatched  pair  or
an  absurd  conflict.  It
has been referenced in
songs ,  te lev i s ion
shows ,  and  o the r
literary  works.  The
names  themselves
h a v e  b e c o m e
a r c h e t y p e s ,
rep resen t ing  the
quintessential  stuffed
d o g  a n d  t h e
q u i n t e s s e n t i a l
patterned  cat  in  the
American imagination.
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Adaptatio
ns in
Media
In the 1930s, the poem
was  adapted  into  a
popular  parlour  game
where  players  acted
out the actions of the
toys.  The  poem  has
also been set to music
several  times,  with
composers  trying  to
capture  the  rhythmic,
almost  percussive
quality of  the duel.  In
more  recent  years,
a n i m a t o r s  h a v e
brought  the  poem  to
life, often emphasizing
t h e  a b s u r d  a n d
humorous  aspects  of
t h e  s t o r y .  T h e s e
adaptations  keep  the
poem relevant, proving
that  the  core  idea  of
inanimate  objects
h a v i n g  a  s e c r e t ,
dramatic life continues

to fascinate audiences
of all ages.

Why It
Endures
The enduring appeal of
the  Gingham  Dog
And  The  Calico  Cat
l ies  in  its  abil ity  to
operate  on  multiple
levels.  For  a  young
ch i ld ,  i t  i s  a  s i l l y ,
imaginat ive  story
about  toys  that  come
to life. The language is
rhythmic  and  fun  to
read aloud. The images
of barking and hissing
and  flying  fabric  are
vivid and engaging. For
an  adult,  the  poem
offers  a  deeper
c o m m e n t a r y  o n
conflict,  futility,  and
the bittersweet  nature
of childhood. The poem
does not talk down to
its readers; it presents
a strange, violent, and
illogical  scenario  and



Gingham Dog And The Calico Cat 9

9

allows  the  reader  to
find  their  own
m e a n i n g .  T h i s
ambiguity is a mark of
great literature.
Furthermore, the poem
touches on a universal
childhood  experience:
the secret life of toys.
E v e r y  c h i l d  h a s
w o n d e r e d  w h a t
happens in their room
when they  are  asleep
or  away.  Field  gives
voice  to  that  fantasy,
creating a world where
o b j e c t s  h a v e
personalities, alliances,
and bitter rivalries. The
fact that the story ends
in mutual consumption
o n l y  a d d s  t o  i t s
mythical quality. It is a
c a u t i o n a r y  t a l e
wrapped  in  a  nursery
rhyme ,  a  f ab le  o f
warfare disguised as a
bedtime story.

PRACTICAL
INTERPRETATIONS

FOR PARENTS AND
EDUCATORS

Using the
Poem in
Education
T h e  p o e m  i s  a n
exce l lent  too l  fo r
educators and parents
l o o k i n g  t o  t e a c h
children  about  conflict
resolution,  storytelling,
and language. Here are
a few ways to use the
poem in an educational
setting:

Creative
Writing: Ask
children to write
a new story
about the
gingham dog and
calico cat. What
if they didn't eat
each other?
What if they
became friends?
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This helps
children explore
alternative
endings and the
concept of
narrative choice.
Character
Analysis:
Encourage
children to
describe the
personalities of
the two main
characters based
on their names
alone. What does
a "gingham dog"
look like? How
does it behave?
This builds
vocabulary and
inferential
thinking.
Art and
Illustration:
Have children
draw their own
version of the
duel. This allows
for visual
interpretation
and creativity.

Discussion of
Conflict: Use the
poem as a
conversation
starter about
fighting. Why did
the characters
fight? Was it
worth it? What
could they have
done differently?
This provides a
safe, fictional
space to discuss
real-world issues.

The Poem
as a
Window
into
History
Reading  The  Duel  is
also  a  wonderful  way
to introduce children to
a  different  era.  The



Gingham Dog And The Calico Cat 11

11

language and material
objects  in  the  poem
are  specific  to  the  late
1 9 t h  c e n t u r y .  A
"gingham"  fabric,  a
"calico" print, a "Dutch
clock," and a "Chinese
plate"  all  speak  to  a
w o r l d  o f  t r a d e ,
craftsmanship,  and
domestic  life  that  is
quite  different  from
today.  Discuss ing
these  ob jects  can
spark a history lesson
about  what  homes
looked  l i ke  in  the
1880s,  what  children
played  with,  and  how
people decorated their
houses.  It  connects
literature to history in a
tangible and engaging
way.

CONCLUSION

The  Gingham  Dog
And  The  Calico  Cat
are far more than just
c h a r a c t e r s  i n  a
forgotten  nursery
r h y m e .  T h e y  a r e

enduring  symbols  of
the power of poetry to
capture  the  strange,
contradictory,  and
deeply  imaginative
world  of  childhood.
E u g e n e  F i e l d ' s
m a s t e r p i e c e  h a s
e n t e r t a i n e d  a n d
puzzled  readers  for
o v e r  1 3 0  y e a r s ,
offering  a  simple  story
on  the  surface  and  a
r i c h  t a p e s t r y  o f
meaning  underneath.
Whether you see it as a
silly  tale  of  fighting
toys ,  a  dark  fab le
about  the  futility  of
conflict,  or  a  nostalgic
look back at a bygone
era, the poem remains
a  v ibrant  p iece  o f
Amer ican  l i terary
heritage. The next time
you see a gingham dog
on a shelf  or  a calico
cat curled up on a rug,
you might just wonder
what  secrets  they are
keeping.  And  if  you
l isten  closely,  you
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might  hear  the  faint
echo  of  a  duel  that
never  really  ends,  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
enduring life of stories
t h a t  r e f u s e  t o  b e
forgotten.  The  duel

may be over,  but  the
legend of the Gingham
Dog And The Calico Cat
lives  on,  as  satisfying
and  myster ious  as
ever.


