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PREFACK

I discovered the topic of this book at Chicago’s Museum of Science and In-
dustry on a brisk March day in 1990. While I wandered amid pickled slices
of the human body, a giant, ceaselessly swinging pendulum, a dimly lit Main
Street in Chicago (circa 1910), a walk-in submarine, and airplanes through
the ages, I came upon a photographic display of turn-of-the-twentieth-
century American circus parades. It mesmerized me. I was a new gradu-
ate student in modern South Asian history at the time and keenly inter-
ested in the ways that the British had used indigenous art, architecture, and
pageantry to consolidate their colonial authority in India. Strongly influ-
enced by Edward Said’s landmark treatise, Orientalism, I wanted to study
the relationship between British Indian culture (specifically popular cul-
ture) and politics." Yet here, in these grainy black-and-white photographs
of provincial American main streets —complete with clapboard houses and
tidy picket fences—were gigantic crowds gazing with giddy pleasure at
camels, caged tigers, and elaborately caparisoned elephants topped with
fake South Asian mahouts and howdahs. In short, these pictures of American
circus parades contained a strikingly similar web of orientalist images that I
had seen in British representations of South Asia. What did this seemingly
apropos circus orientalism reveal about turn-of-the-century American cul-
ture? What did the circus tell its audiences about empire in a nation where
empire—ostensibly —did not exist? Why was this circus display at the Mu-
seum of Science and Industry of all places? Over the next two years, these
persistent questions led me into a graduate program in U.S. history where
I (much) later completed a doctoral dissertation that became the basis for
this book.

Before I encountered the circus at the Museum of Science and Indus-
try, I had had little contact with this cultural form. During childhood, I had
seen a few shows, and even played “Fearless Fanny, the Lion Tamer” as a
high school student in a local children’s theater production. But that was
it. I simply regarded the circus as a beguiling childhood pleasure, rendered
complete with pink lemonade and peanuts.®? Ernest Hemingway once wrote
that the circus “is the only ageless delight that you can buy for money.”’
The circus scholar Marcello Truzzi defines the circus as a “traveling and



organized display of animals and skilled performers within one or more cir-
cular stages known as ‘rings’ before an audience encircling these activities.”*
Circus traditions existed in ancient Rome (where the yawning circular “cir-
cus maximus” satisfied spectators with bloody gladiator brawls and chariot
races), India, China, Mexico, Russia, Eastern Europe, and Southeast Asia.
Within its self-contained universe of rings, the circus offers metaphysical
entertainment. It showcases the interconnectedness of the human and ani-
mal, and playfully tests one’s potential to transfigure physical laws. The
circus contains innumerable bodies—lithe and muscular, fat, hairy, shock-
ingly thin, flexible, glass- and fire-eating, legless, armless. I soon realized
that the circus fit right into the Museum of Science and Industry’s pro-
fusion of preserved innards, massive bodily replicas, and technologies that
have enabled humans to fly and breathe under water.

I also quickly learned that the physical structure of the circus was far
from ahistorical, even if some of its offerings in the ring were age-old. In-
stead, I recognized that the circus is a dazzling mirror of larger historical
processes. In the United States, the circus’s growth and development closely
chronicled that of the nation, because the circus—a traveling amusement—
was dependent on the same transportation networks that helped facilitate
U.S. expansion. The enormous three-ring railroad circuses that I saw pic-
tured in the photographic display at the Museum of Science and Industry
were the product of a newly consolidated nation-state comprising trans-
continental railroads, new communications technologies, and a new over-
seas empire.

Furthermore, a unique set of primary source materials drew me inside
the dynamic aggregate of workers, animals, show owners, and audiences
who created the circus’s representational power. Each large railroad cir-
cus kept a route book, a meticulous daily diary of each performance stop
that chronicled the size of the audience and its ethnic composition, in addi-
tion to unusual incidents like births, accidents, fights, storms, animal ram-
pages, and thefts. Published and unpublished manuscripts by show owners
and performers, newspaper editorials, circus fiction, show programs, music,
trade periodicals, state laws, photographs, lithographs, and film led me
deeper into the rich, convoluted world of the railroad circus. Influenced by
the interdisciplinary methodology of American studies and its attention to
culture and identity formation, the politics of inclusion and exclusion, and
the interplay between the local, national, and global, I have attempted to
use the turn-of-the-twentieth-century railroad circus as a way to explore
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then-prevailing attitudes about gender, race, labor, sexuality, monopoly for-
mation, nationalism, and empire.®

At its heart, this book looks to the circus as a way to understand ideo-
logical processes. Defining ideology as a system of ideas, I use the term
on several levels, among individuals (impresarios, for example), classes (in
analyzing why middle-class purity reformers did #ot target the circus as an
object of censure), and at the broadest national level (in considering turn-
of-the-century nationalism and empire). The sociologist Karl Mannheim
contends that ideology must be located in actual social practices, among
ordinary people, as well as elite power brokers. He has written that ideol-
ogy and utopia are dialectical social constructions—the former dedicated

5 “Once

to preserving the status quo while the latter tries to overthrow it.
the individual has grasped the method of orienting himself in the world,
he is inevitably driven beyond the narrow horizon of his own town and
learns to understand himself as part of a national, and later of a world,
situation.”” Consequently, this book explores (among other things) the un-
settling ideological power of witnessing an elephant passing by one’s front
yard in, say, Keokuk, Iowa, the intricate network of international machi-
nations that brought the elephant to the United States through the global
circus trade, and the various racial and sexual stereotypes that the elephant
symbolized about its country of origin. At a time before the proliferation
of mass media technologies, the railroad circus presented to its audiences
a global sensory blitz—immediate, live images that mirrored the nation’s
position in the modern world.
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GIRGUS DAY

On June 11, 1999, the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus crept into

Austin, Texas, at dusk. Arriving at a downtown rail yard on that still, sultry
evening, the circus quietly conveyed its animal stock to the nearby show site
without any announcement to the public, in order to avoid traffic, insurance
hassles, and most important, confrontations with animal rights activists.!
The circus had been advertised in the local newspaper and on television, but
the media paid little attention to its actual presence during its two-day stint.
The Austin American-Statesman contained only one blurb about the circus,
sandwiched next to a notice about a local traffic death: “Elephant dung for
the taking: Bring your own shovel and a bucket today if you want to scoop
up manure from the elephants owned by the Ringling Bros. and Barnum
& Bailey Circus.”® The circus performed four times at the Erwin Center,
an expansive, air-conditioned indoor arena at the University of Texas. In
the blinding heat and sunshine, parents with small children streamed to the
show from adjacent parking lots, grateful to enter the climate-controlled
cool surrounding the circus. Meanwhile, the hustle and bustle of community
life and commerce continued outside uninterrupted.

Yet a hundred years earlier, a large railroad circus shut a town down.
Months before, people knew that it was coming: scores of “advance men”
and billposters had already plastered all over dull barns, storefronts, and
saloons thousands of vivid lithographs of wild animals and scantily clad
performers emblazoned in splashes of peacock blue, orange, molten red,
yellow, grass green, plum, and gold to advertise the upcoming show. In



1892 Adam Forepaugh’s circus, for one, announced its impending presence
in Philadelphia by mummifying an eight-story building with 4,938 litho-
graphs, in addition to pasting thousands of other posters around the city.’
In detail, local newspapers eagerly chronicled the circus’s movement, along
with complete information about its arrival time.

On “Circus Day” (as it was called in newspapers, memoirs, and show
programs across the nation), shops closed their doors, schools canceled
classes, and factories shut down. In 1907 the Board of Education in Bridge-
port, Connecticut, voted to close the schools on Circus Day, and children
in Paterson, New Jersey, successfully lobbied school authorities to dismiss
classes.* When the Adam Forepaugh circus arrived in South Bend, Indiana,
that same year, the Studebaker Wagon Works locked its doors so that its
seven thousand employees could see the program.® Special trains offering
discounted “excursion” fares transported rural circus-goers living within
a fifty-mile radius of the show grounds. Roads became thick with people,
horses, and wagons. A resident of Clifton, Arizona, remembered that when
Buffalo Bill's Wild West came to town in 1913, some local farmers sold part
of their hay and grain supply in order to take their entire families to the
show.’ Farmers traveled by horse and wagon twenty to forty miles and spent
scant cash on novelty items like popcorn, cotton candy, and pink lemon-
ade.” Known as “rubber necks” to circus workers, rural residents craned
constantly to take it all in. Sherwood Anderson was mesmerized by Cir-
cus Day as a boy in Clyde, Ohio: “When a circus came to the town where
Tar [Anderson] lived he got up early and went down to the grounds and
saw everything, right from the start, saw the tent go up, the animals fed,
everything.”® In 1904 a newspaper in the mill town of Ashland, Wiscon-
sin, near the shores of Lake Superior, noted the circus’s impact: “All the
roads brought in large train loads of people who came here to attend the
circus and many people arrived last evening. All the mills on this side of
the bay stopped work today noon and almost all business is at a standstill
and everyone is taking the circus.”’

The railroad circus overwhelmed large cities as well. When Barnum &
Bailey opened its annual season in New York City in 1905, the route book
reported that both the matinee and evening programs on March 24 at Madi-
son Square Garden (where the self-styled “Greatest Show on Earth” tradi-
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tionally opened each year) were “big,” “packed.” Many others were turned
away. The next day, there was an “immense crush” at the doors when huge
crowds were refused entry at the already overflowing arena.” The Ringling

Bros. circus virtually shut down New Orleans in 1898. According to the
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Daily Picayune, “Last night the Ringling Bros.” Circus came near depopu-
lating the city. It looked as if everybody had gone to the big show. If you
wanted to see anybody you had only to look through the crowd, for they
were all there”"

On Circus Day, thousands of spectators spilled into the streets to watch
the free parade (fig. 1). Barnum & Bailey’s New York City parade in 1891
had 400 horses, 16 elephants, 1,000 circus performers, and copious animals
from the menagerie. This living sensory mass of color, sound, and odor pro-
ceeded slowly down Fifth Avenue, weaving through congested Manhattan
until it reached Madison Square Garden.” The scene was equally grand
in provincial towns. In 1904 a filmmaker captured brief, grainy images of
Barnum & Bailey’s parade in Waterloo, Iowa, on celluloid: thick crowds, jig-
gling dromedaries, zebra herds, a forty-horse hitch, a military band, intri-
cate, gilded “cage” wagons, each housing panting feline predators, smiling,
waving women dressed in gauzy, kimonolike gowns atop the elephants, and
a calliope at the rear of this moving expanse.”” Knowing that throngs of
people watched the parade from second- and third-story windows, the John
Robinson circus built fancy tin roofs on its wagons (called “cottage cages”)
with brightly painted designs that could be viewed from above.*

Long, winding lines at the ticket wagon greeted audience members who
had not purchased their tickets in advance. Warren S. Patrick, treasurer of
the Walter L. Main circus, remarked that selling 8,000 to 9,000 tickets in
forty minutes (approximately 1,000 others had been sold in advance) was
tough on his hands. “My mental calculation is invariably right; but now and
then my fingers, after a severe strain, may drop one or two [quarters], too
many or too little”* Inside the show grounds, crowds wandered around
gawking at the enormous tented city that could stretch across ten acres
(fig. 2). Along the noisy midway, candy “butchers” (vendors) sold lemonade,
palm frond fans, sausages, and roasted peanuts. Remembering Circus Day
in his hometown of Galesburg, Illinois, Carl Sandburg vividly recalled the
midway men who beckoned audiences with “oily tongue” to play games of
chance for cheap prizes: “Only ten cents for a ring and the cane you ring
is the cane you get.”'® An hour before each big-top production, masses of
people gathered at the sideshow tent lined with colorful banners depicting
the Fat Lady, the Skeleton Man, the Dog-Faced Boy, and the others inside.
A velvety-voiced spieler (or talker) lured patrons to part with a dime and
come inside during the “blow off;” a tantalizing outdoor display of seminude
women flexing their muscles, a “living picture gallery” tattoo artist, or per-
haps a rousing rendition of skin snapping by the Elastic Skin Man. During
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Figure 1. Ringling Bros. circus parade, Oneonta, N.Y., July 22, 1905. On “Circus Day,”
people took to the streets and upper-story windows to watch herds of elephants (twenty-
JSour here) and other parts of the free parade wind ponderously through town.
(Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., RB-N81-05-35)
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Figure 2. Hillside view of show grounds at Red Wing, Minn., Ringling Bros., 1915.
Spread out across approximately ten acres, the circus was a vast, temporary canvas city.
(Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., RB-N81-15-4-1)

the “blow off,” some spielers even quietly intimated that audiences might see

»

nude women at the adjacent “Gentlemen Only” “cooch” show.

Once inside the menagerie tent attached to the big top, spectators saw
big cats and bears lounge, eat chunks of meat, and pace in their cages,
while llamas, giraffes, educated pigs, horses, chimpanzees, and peacocks fid-
geted nearby. The lively strains of the brass circus band —including oper-
atic selections, marches, and plantation melodies —told the milling audience
members that it was time to head inside the big top for the main program.
Candy butchers shouted and scurried around the cavernous big top, a mas-
sive canvas space propped aloft by huge poles and ropes that could hold
over 10,000 people (fig. 3). A grand, paradelike entry processional of ani-
mals and performers marked the start of the main program. Approximately
twenty to twenty-five other acts followed. An international constellation of
players worked simultaneously on three rings and two stages. At a typical
Ringling Bros. show, performers heralded from twenty-two countries, in-
cluding Persia, Japan, and Italy; fifty clowns cavorted around the serious
acts in vignettes of intentional chaos.” The athletic prowess of these sleek,
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Figure 8. Barnum & Bailey, big-top interior, from advertisement in route book for tent
maker, 1904. Note the presence of the sloping thrill act apparatus to the center lefi.
Measuring approximately 200 feet wide by 460 feet long, the huge big top made its

human inhabitants, shown center right, look tiny. (Interior photograph courtesy of
Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., B+B-N45-04-6)

muscular bodies was startling. As a boy in rural Iowa, the writer Hamlin
Garland observed that “the stark majesty of the acrobats subdued us into
silent worship.”"® Mark Twain’s Huck Finn echoed this sentiment as he
solemnly watched big-top feats in a small Arkansas community: “It was a
powerful fine sight; I never see anything so lovely . . . the men looking ever
so tall and airy and straight . . . and every lady’s rose-leafy dress flapping
soft and silky around her hips, and she looking like the most loveliest para-
sol.”*® The big-top program ended with a series of rousing horse races on
the arena’s outer hippodrome track.

The mammoth circus audience was also part of the spectacle, as thou-
sands of “strangers” from around a county streamed into town. Big cities
overflowed. Provincial communities became temporary cities, complete
with anonymous, pushing crowds. Fred Roys of New York compared the
religious revivals of his youth to Circus Day. “Them religious revivals they
used to have . . . they was great doin’s. When I was a kid we used to look
forward to ’em like we did the circus. Sometimes they was as good as a cir-
cus.”*® Newspapers focused on the crowd as a defining element of Circus
Day. In 1890 one journalist described the “show” of nearly ten thousand
people from around a county filing into Barnum & Bailey’s big top: “It was
the biggest crowd of people ever in one tent in the city. A great sea of faces
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stretched out in every direction, representing all of the country thirty miles
around. To see so many people was the best part of the ‘performance.’”*
Newspapers provided detailed lists of trains bringing specific numbers of
people from outlying communities to the circus.*

Yet the sheer physical presence of a circus and its swirling masses was
often bewildering. When Ringling Bros. played at Mount Pleasant, [owa, on
a steamy summer day in 1894, the huge throng became confused: “Pande-
monium reigned and it seemed as if everybody was panic stricken. Families
were parted, children screamingly hunted for parents, and parents distract-
edly hunted for children. Almost everyone was drenched to the skin and
many a toilet was hopelessly ruined. Fortunately no one was hurt and the
damage to the property little or nothing.”#*

Furthermore, the thousands of patrons tightly packed under the canvas
tents were vulnerable in bad weather. The “blow down,” or severe storm,
was common. At Adam Forepaugh’s 1893 date in Sioux Falls, South Dakota,
audience members were trapped under the heavy big top after a gale force
wind collapsed the tent.** That same summer, in River Falls, Wisconsin,
seven people were killed after lighting struck one of the center poles at the
Ringling Bros. circus.?* When a windstorm “swayed and rocked” the big top
at the Ringling Bros. stint in Sherman, Texas, in 1900, spectators were so
jittery that many of the more than 10,000 there “made a wild rush to get
out.”?® Tornadoes, hail, wind storms, torrential rain, and knee-deep mud
were some of the weather hazards that could abruptly end the program.
But these attendant weather-related dangers were also part of the jarring
excitement on Circus Day.

This diverse, elephantine community disruption otherwise known as Circus
Day reached its peak at a turbulent historical moment. In 1903 ninety-eight
circuses and menageries — the highest number in U.S. history —traveled the
nation. At least thirty-eight of these rumbled by rail, and several journeyed
coast to coast in a single season.”” The historian Robert Wiebe characterizes
this era as a time when a provincial “nation of loosely connected islands”
was giving way to an anonymous, modern, urban, industrial society. Specu-
lative investments in land and capital, the formation of large corporations,
and accelerated industrialization defined the burgeoning post-Civil War
economy. The proliferation of national railroad networks, the spread of the
telegraph and telephone, the rise of the unscrupulous Gilded Age “robber
baron,” and the stirrings of the nascent automobile industry all helped de-
stabilize an older, provincial way of life. Consequently, Wiebe argues that a
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“search for order” animated the Progressive project of corporate regulation
and urban reform.*®

The face of the nation also changed rapidly during this era. From 1890 to
1924, about 23 million immigrants poured into the United States hoping to
find prosperity in the nation’s expanding industrial economy.*® The federal
census of 1890 declared that the frontier had officially “closed,” for there
was no longer a clear line between settlement and wilderness in the trans-
Mississippi West. By 1920 the U.S. census revealed that 51 percent of the
population lived in cities with more than 2,500 residents. In the early twen-
tieth century, the manufacturing output of the United States now exceeded
that of Great Britain, Germany, and France combined.’® Some Americans,
like Edward Bellamy (Looking Backward, 1888), held great faith in the even-
tual utopian promise of industrial society. Henry Ford envisioned the auto-
mobile as a democratic symbol for the “great multitude,” produced by effi-
cient, well-mannered workers on an assembly line, whose productivity and
thrift would also make them good car buyers.”

Yet this enthusiasm was hardly universal. Sherwood Anderson despaired
that industrial development was strangling the nation’s spiritual life: “The
land was filled with gods but they were new gods and their images, stand-
ing on every street of every town and city, were cast in iron and steel. The
factory had become America’s church and duplicates of it stood everywhere,
on almost every street of every city belching black incense into the sky.”**
‘While observing the New York skyline in 1904, Henry Adams noted pessi-
mistically that New York City was becoming a powder keg of change: “The
city had an air and movement of hysteria, and the citizens were crying, in
every accent of anger. . . . Prosperity never before imagined, power never yet
wielded by man, speed never reached by anything but a meteor, had made
the world irritable nervous, querulous, unreasonable and afraid.”*’

Periodic panics and depressions in 1873, 1893, and 1907 magnified this
“Irritable, nervous, querulous” milieu. From 1881 to 1905, approximately
7 million workers participated in 87,000 strikes to protest low wages and
dangerous conditions across the nation, from Homestead, Pennsylvania
(1892), to Coeur d’Alene, Idaho (1899).°* In How the Other Half Lives (1890),
Jacob Riis’s stark photographs documented devastating scenes of urban
poverty and grinding factory work. Scattered across the Great Plains and
the South, Populists formed the People’s Party in 1892, ran candidates for
national office, and lobbied for federal price supports, standardized ship-
ping charges, and the free coinage of silver as a way to protect the small
farmer gouged by railroad companies and grain elevator operators favoring
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corporate agricultural producers. Even seven years after the Panic of 1893
amid relative prosperity, national unemployment levels stood at a sobering
12 percent.*

At the turn of the century, five transcontinental railroads now criss-
crossed the country; mass-produced “safety” bicycles were omnipresent,
and crawling gasoline-powered cars dotted the nation; electric street cars
clanged their way through congested cities, newly illuminated with glowing
electric lights.*® (In Cleveland in 1886, the circus owner Walter L. Main and
his father were able to buy twenty horses at the rock-bottom price of $200
for their new circus® because the city was replacing its horse-drawn street-
cars with electric trolleys.)”® In an era of accelerated overseas immigration
and rural migration to U.S. cities, a polyglot urban culture took shape in
which growing numbers of women worked outside the home and partici-
pated in a shared work and leisure culture with men.** Between 1870 and
1910 the number of women working for wages doubled from 4 to 8 million
(a rise from 13 to 23 percent of the total workforce).*> Women also entered
public life through their participation in Progressive Era reform move-
ments, which challenged nineteenth-century Victorian notions of “private”
and “public” spheres. As a sign of the times, the suffrage leader Charlotte
Perkins Gilman in her polemic #omen and Economics (1898) advocated a sys-
tem of state-supported childcare so that mothers could work outside the
home. Some men, however, feared that the new urban industrial economy
was rendering their bodies, brains, and authority useless. As an architect
of a therapeutic “strenuous life,” Theodore Roosevelt advocated vigorous
exercise and “extreme” experiences in the wilderness.

The rise of the American overseas empire also defined this period of up-
heaval. The 1890s heralded the arrival of what the historian Emily Rosen-
berg has termed the “promotional state,” when the government, in con-
junction with private industry, aggressively sought new overseas markets
for American surplus goods. Policymakers and business leaders viewed this
“crisis of overproduction” as the cause of depression and labor strife in the
1890s and argued that new overseas markets would be a safety valve for
domestic ills.*' As part of its stated mission of promoting democratic self-
determination in Cuba and the Philippines, the United States vanquished
the decrepit Spanish empire in the four-month Spanish-American War in
1898, thereby gaining new overseas possessions previously belonging to
Spain—including Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines, and Cuba.

Racism, particularly in the form of social Darwinism, was an integral
ideological component of empire building. The new overseas empire grew
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in tandem with the rise of Jim Crow segregation, disenfranchisement, and
lynching at home. Race riots charred the urban landscape in Wilmington,
North Carolina, in 1898 and Atlanta in 1906, among other places. Critics
of overseas expansion noted the inconsistencies of the Republican Party’s
position as the architect of both Reconstruction and U.S. imperialism. The
Boston Evening Transcript observed that Southern race policy was paradoxi-
cally “now the policy of the Administration of the very party which carried
the country into and through a civil war to free the slave.”**

Race-thinking shaped contemporary interpretations of domestic demo-
graphic trends as well. Although Euroamerican fertility rates had fallen
steadily since the late eighteenth century, this demographic reality did not
become a “crisis” until the turn of the century, when the flood of immi-
grant “others” reached record numbers. In 1901 the sociologist Edward
Ross coined the term “race suicide,” which quickly became a popular ex-
pression of native-born anxiety. Euroamericans often saw these newly ar-
rived millions as fecund aliens who threatened to turn the native-born into
a racial minority, potentially stripped of their political and social power.

The railroad circus provides a vivid cultural window into this era’s com-
plex and volatile web of historical changes. This book argues that the turn-
of-the-century railroad circus was a powerful cultural icon of a new, mod-
ern nation-state. This vast, cosmopolitan cultural form was the product of
the same economic and social forces that were transforming other areas
of American life. That is to say, the railroad circus was a cultural artifact
of what Alan Trachtenberg has aptly called “incorporation.”** Its immen-
sity, pervasiveness, and live immediacy transformed diversity —indeed his-
tory—into spectacle, and helped consolidate the nation’s identity as a mod-
ern industrial society and world power. The railroad circus represented a
“human menagerie” (a term popularized by P. T. Barnum) of racial diversity,
gender difference, bodily variety, animalized human beings, and humanized
animals that audiences were unlikely to see anywhere else.

But the circus’s celebration of diversity was often illusionary, because
the circus used normative ideologies of gender, racial hierarchy, and indi-
vidual mobility to explain social transformations and human difference. At
first glance, this is a problematic claim because the nomadic circus trav-
eled on the fringes of community life—in fact, as subsequent chapters will
demonstrate, its workers consciously felt that they were a breed apart from
the rest of society. Indeed, performers themselves embraced cultural diver-
sity within this international, multiracial “traveling town.” Still, the circus
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clearly promulgated the major social currents of the day. As the semiotician
Paul Bouissac has written: “[ The circus] is a kind of mirror in which the
culture is reflected, condensed and at the same time transcended; perhaps
the circus seems to stand outside the culture only because it is at its very
center.” **

This book will focus on the largest railroad circuses because these
speedy, if ungainly, three-ring shows had much wider cultural exposure
than small, plodding, horse-drawn wagon shows. Little wagon circuses
traveled regionally, primarily in rural areas, while the biggest railroad out-
fits (possessing over fifty railroad cars) such as Barnum & Bailey, the Ring-
ling Bros., and Adam Forepaugh & Sells Brothers bridged rural and urban,
roaring across the entire nation in a single season. These railroad circuses
frequently employed over 1,000 people and hundreds of animals. This book
will include railroad Wild West shows as part of its analysis of the circus
because both amusements took place in an arena surrounded by an audi-
ence, were financed by the same investors (James A. Bailey, for one), had
a similar division of labor, and overlapped considerably in their content at
the turn of the century: some Wild West shows had a sideshow, and many
circuses featured Wild West acts with “cowboys” and Native Americans
(plate 1). In addition, Wild West shows had trick riding acts that strongly
resembled circus stunts, and contained an international conglomeration of
talent, including acrobats.

But there were important differences between the circus and Wild West
shows. Unlike the circus, Wild West shows generally took place in an open
air arena (usually a baseball field, a racetrack, or a driving park) because an
errant spray of lead from the shooting acts could shred a circus big top. Only
the grandstand was covered by canvas. And, as the historian Joy Kasson
contends, William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody was always obsessed with realism
in his efforts to create an “authentic” popular portrait of the nation’s frontier
past and present, even though he did so through myth and melodrama.**
Circus impresarios, on the other hand, aimed to amuse, tantalize, educate,
and perplex their audiences with a jarring mix of the real —“genuine” exotic
human and animal acts—and the pointedly unnatural —educated dogs, box-
ing elephants, or human “iron jaw” acts in which performers dangled from
the heights by their teeth. Because this book is primarily concerned with
the circus, its treatment of the Wild West is, by necessity, limited to the
ways that Wild West shows intersect structurally and ideologically with
the circus. Other scholars have given the Wild West much fuller treatment

on its own terms.*®
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Tracing the circus’s development from its arrival in the United States in
the early 1790s to its maturation in the late nineteenth century, chapter 2
will suggest that the evolution of the circus during the nineteenth century
is a cultural metonym for national expansion and infrastructural develop-
ment. At the height of its physical maturation at the dawn of the twen-
tieth century, the railroad circus provides a complex case of cultural and
ideological production because multiple groups participated in crafting its
contradictory meanings: owners, managers, laborers, performers, animals,
and audience members.

Chapter 3 demonstrates that the railroad circus’s physical production
processes were an important part of its cultural power. Circus exhibitions of
labor —from advertising the show months in advance to the physical set-up
and disassembly of the tented city —were just as potent to audiences as the
incredible bodily stunts on the scripted program. The railroad circus func-
tioned as a “traveling company town.” Its intricate social system and bonds
of solidarity among circus employees enhanced the outfit’s distance from
the outside world. In general, workers abided by strict rules of conduct that
maximized production and helped the circus adhere to tight railroad sched-
ules, thus giving its far-flung audiences an intimate look at the logistics and
ideology of the new industrial order.

Chapter 4 explores the contradictions embedded in the labor of circus
women. The growing visibility of the female performer mirrored the rise
of women’s visibility in public life, as suffrage activists, consumers, temper-
ance reformers, and participants in sports and leisure. Yet showmen were
uneasy about the radical potential of these “New Women.” Consequently,
they deployed a number of strategies to reconfigure strong Euroamerican
circus women into dainty, domestic ladies, and women of color into edu-
cational artifacts. But impresarios also promoted female propriety with a
wink, subtly reminding audiences that the circus was an excellent place to
see seminude women.

Chapter 5 elucidates how exhibitions of male gender could both reinforce
and subvert social norms. Although circus press agents advertised Euro-
american male big-top players as ideal modern men, actual performances
were sites of gender play that could provide audiences with liberating alter-
natives to disciplined lives of manly capital accumulation. Animal acts, often
scripted as male, helped define human constructions of male gender. Male
audiences also engaged in transgressive masculine fanfare by using Circus
Day as an opportunity for drinking and ritualized violence.
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The railroad circus was at its most au courant in its celebration of Ameri-
ca’s emerging role as a global power. Chapter 6 analyzes how circus and
Wild West spectacles (dramatizations of allegories, or reenactments of con-
temporary and historical events) helped naturalize for American consumers
the entanglements of the United States in remote countries. During the
Spanish-American War era, small-town newspapers breathlessly covered
war, revolution, and America’s military presence in faraway locales. The
circus brought these distant episodes home. It also participated in foreign
relations on a different plane: as an international business buying animals
and hiring people from overseas. These logistics were animated by the
same jingoistic Heltanschauung that marked the vast staged spectacles under
canvas.

No other amusement saturated consumers like the circus at the turn of
the century. Neither vaudeville, movies, amusement parks, nor dance halls
equaled the circus’s immediate physical presence—that is to say, towns did
not shut down in their midst. These popular forms were integrated into
local economies and local systems of surveillance, while the railroad circus
was an ephemeral community ritual invading from without. Contemporary
international expositions capitalized on the public’s fascination with distant
cultures through ethnological village displays along the midway, but one
had to travel to a large city such as Chicago, Atlanta, Omaha, Buffalo, or St.
Louis in order to experience a world’s fair. The traveling circus, in contrast,
came to one’s doorstep. Disconnected from daily life, the nomadic circus
had a distance from community ties that enhanced its ability to serve as a
national and even international popular form, because American railroad
shows traveled overseas. Adeline Blakeley, an ex-slave, identified the rail-
road circus as a national popular form while telling her life story to an inter-
viewer for the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project:
“I remember once Barnum & Bailey were coming to Fort Smith [Arkan-
sas|. We were going down . . . but Bud [her employer’s child] got sick and
we couldn’t go. When Helen [her employer at the turn of the century’] and
I went to California, we all saw the same circus together. . .. There we were
... seeing the show we had planned to see way back in Arkansas.”*’

The peripatetic fin-de-siecle circus reached virtually all Americans. It
educated and challenged people, irrespective of their ability to read or their
distance from the metropolis. Its live visual presence made it a popular
forum on science, race-thinking, gender ideologies, U.S. foreign relations,
and national identity. Hamlin Garland remarked:
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[The circus] was our brief season of imaginative life. In one day—in a
part of one day—we gained a thousand new conceptions of the world
and of human nature. It was an embodiment of all that was skillful and
beautiful in manly action. It was a compendium of biologic research but
more important still, it brought to our ears the latest band pieces and
taught us the most popular songs. It furnished us with jokes. It relieved
our dullness. It gave us something to talk about. . . . We always went
home wearied with excitement, and dusty and fretful —but content. We
had seen it. We had grasped as much of it as anybody and could remem-
ber it as well as the best. Next day as we resumed work in the field the
memory of its splendors went with us like a golden cloud.*®

Like vaudeville, the chain store, the “cheap nickel dump,” and the amuse-

ment park, the circus helped consolidate a shared national leisure culture

at the turn of the century. But in contrast to these mostly urban forms of

entertainment, the circus was ubiquitous in all regions of the nation, small

towns and urban centers alike: from New York City to Modesto, California,

to Greenville, Texas, to New Orleans, to Butte, Montana, to Mazomanie,

Wisconsin . . . and on and on. Circus Day disrupted daily life thoroughly,

normalized abnormality, and destabilized the familiar right at home, day

after day, town after town.
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THE CIRCUS

) Hlilllll}l\l

AND CULTURAL
PROCESS

The mammoth, three-ring railroad circus rattling across America at the

turn of the century was a monstrous version of its former self. A hundred
years earlier U.S. circuses contained only a smattering of acrobats, clowns,
and trained animals. Playing in drafty wooden arenas in population centers
along the eastern seaboard, these outfits had no parade, menagerie, grand
entry, spectacle, sideshow, aftershow concert, or Wild West show. For that
matter, there was no circus of multi-act arena performances at all in colo-
nial North America. Before the Revolutionary era, individual clowns, animal
trainers, jugglers, and acrobats wandered from town to town, demonstrat-
ing their talents in theaters and tavern yards and on street corners. In 1774
the Continental Congress banned traveling shows (along with cockfighting
and horse racing and “every species of extravagance and dissipation”) to fos-
ter republican virtue among the nascent citizenry of a nation on the verge of
independence.' After the Revolution, these restrictions (already ignored by
many citizens, especially Virginia gentlemen who loved horseracing) were



lifted at the national level. Shortly thereafter, the circus came to the United
States.

Like other quintessentially “American” cultural icons such as “Yankee
Doodle” and the tune for the “Star-Spangled Banner,” the circus was a Brit-
ish import. In 1793 the English trick rider John Bill Ricketts staged the first
multi-act exhibition of riders, trick horses, clowns, acrobats, jugglers, and
rope walkers in a circular arena in Philadelphia. His distinguished audience
included President George Washington. To the delight of his patrons, Rick-
etts threw an orange into the air and caught it on the tip of his sword while
standing atop a galloping horse. In England, Rickets had been a student
of the retired dragoon (cavalryman) Philip Astley, who started an open-air
riding school in London in 1768. Curious crowds gathered to watch these
equestrian acrobatics, and the enterprising Astley began to charge admis-
sion. Ten years later, Astley created the world’s first circus amphitheater
near Westminster Bridge, including multi-act displays of acrobatic riding,
aerial stunts, clowning, and sleight of hand.? Astley’s protégé arrived in the
United States in 1792 and opened a riding studio in Philadelphia, at that
time the young nation’s largest city. From there, Ricketts’s American circus
career flourished.

In its formative years in the United States, the circus did not travel great
distances. At each designated site, Ricketts and his competitors constructed
in advance large wooden arenas (to accommodate spectators and the forty-
two-foot ring length needed for a frolicking horse and rider).” Because con-
struction costs were high, early circuses generally limited their tours to
large urban areas—Boston, New York, and Philadelphia—where they could
be guaranteed a big audience to cover building expenses. (Ricketts did ven-
ture, nonetheless, into Maine and Canada in 1797.)* Most of these arenas
were probably roofless, and were either sold (often as lumber) after a pro-
duction had finished or used as the same site for later dates. Fire was an
enormous liability that drove many circus proprietors out of business. As a
result, they strictly forbade audiences to smoke at the arena.’ Ricketts left
the U.S. circus market in 1800 to search for a more lucrative entertainment
sites in the West Indies, where he was lost at sea.®

In the early nineteenth century people referred to the nascent circus as
the “rolling show.”” But these circuses “rolled” ponderously by horseback,
wagon, and boat because they were often mired in mud, jammed in ice, or
buried in snow. In 1825 Joshuah Purdy Brown (1802?-1834) of New York
completely transformed the circus business when he began showing in a
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canvas tent. The circus historian Stuart Thayer observes that this revolu-
tionary development “led to the establishment of the rituals of itinerancy.”®
Its constant movement soon made the American circus unique in com-
parison to its relatively settled European counterpart. Circus proprietors
were no longer dependent upon urban population centers because they no
longer had to invest significant capital into making the arena. Consequently,
after 1825 the circus market expanded swiftly, now reaching into previ-
ously isolated rural areas. Because the canvas tent created an increasingly
nomadic work environment, a more complex division of labor emerged. Cir-
cus owners now needed workers to ride ahead, so that they could adver-
tise the upcoming production. Showmen also began to conduct a morning
parade on the day of the circus to attract attention. Additional employees
helped facilitate movement—hauling the tent, ring fence, and circus per-
formers.” This new labor system was a prototype for the giant railroad cir-
cuses later in the century.

Once the circus began to travel by wagon and exhibit under canvas, it
merged with another popular form of public entertainment, the animal me-
nagerie, when Joshuah Purdy Brown combined the two in 1828. Circus
owners were eager to join the animal menagerie business because many
Protestant clergymen denounced the circus for its seminude athletes and
the practice of gambling on the show grounds. Based on protests from the
clergy, Vermont and Connecticut state laws banned the circus in the ante-
bellum era.”®

Colonial animal menageries provided audiences with glimpses of faraway
places long before the exhibition of foreign people became a standard part
of the circus. Before the advent of the exotic animal trade in the middle of
the nineteenth century, speculative sea captains often purchased or traded
wild animals in Africa and Asia, and sold them to fledgling U.S. menag-
eries."! The “Lyon of Barbary” (from the Barbary Coast in Africa) arrived in
the British North American colonies in 1716; in 1721 came the first camel, in
1733 the first polar bear, and in 1768 the first leopard.” The mainstay of the
circus, the elephant, first landed at New York City in 1796 on Captain Jacob
Crowninshield’s ship, America, from Bengal. The first tigers arrived from
Surat, India, at Salem, Massachusetts, in 1806 on the ship Henry.” The ani-
mal menageries were exhibited in barns, inn-yards and stables, or any other
public venue where the animals could be hidden from curious, nonpaying
spectators.” The Crowninshield elephant, for one, attracted thousands of
customers, including President John Adams, “to see the elephant.” In fact,
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“to see the elephant” soon became an important part of the American lexi-
con, a powerful synonym for experiencing battle used commonly during the
Mexican War and the Civil War.”

The menagerie business proliferated in the nineteenth century. Although
proprietors always marketed their exhibits as educational, many were hast-
ily assembled. Henry David Thoreau visited a menagerie in Plymouth,
Massachusetts, in 1851 and was frustrated that the proprietors, a “few stupid
and ignorant fellows,” knew nothing about their animals: “The absurdity
of importing the behemoth & then instead of somebody appearing to tell
which it is—to have to while away the time—though your curiosity is
growing desperate—to learn one fact about the creature—to have [Dandy]
Jack [a riding monkey] and the poney introduced!!!”*® Although some me-
nageries produced informational pamphlets on their animals as early as
the 1840s, their nods to pedagogy paled next to the turn-of-the- century
railroad showmen, who consistently published colorful, lavishly illustrated
programs carefully describing the origins and habitat of each animal in the
menagerie.

Throughout the history of the American circus, its growth was tied to
the physical expansion of the nation. As the population grew, the circus
moved to take advantage of new markets. Because it traveled, the circus
was dependent upon internal improvements and new inventions like the
steamboat and the railroad. The circus traveled through the Appalachian
mountains on the Cumberland Gap Road (or National Road), topped with
gravel at federal expense, after Daniel Boone marked the area in the 1790s.
Even though the federal government refused to sponsor canal and road con-
struction during the antebellum era (a precedent set in 1817 when President
James Madison vetoed the internal improvements bill of Senator John C.
Calhoun of South Carolina), state and local governments used public funds
to build a flurry of roads and canals. With the completion in 1825 of the
Erie Canal, the “big ditch” sponsored by Governor DeWitt Clinton of New
York that extended for 864 miles, the circus— previously limited to eastern
and southern states—now had access to the old Northwest Territories and
beyond. As the populations of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wis-
consin boomed after the Civil War, these states (home to fertile, inexpen-
sive farmland and located at the crossroads of rivers, roads, and railroads)
became circus centers. Wisconsin, for one, was home to Dan Castello and
W. C. Coup, who were partners with P. T. Barnum in his 1871 circus debut.”
The Ringling brothers, who became the biggest circus proprietors in the
nation at the turn of the century, also hailed from Wisconsin.

18 L4 Historical and Cultural Process ]



The steamboat also hastened the circus’s movement and growth. After
Robert Fulton invented this new technology in 1807, several circuses cre-
ated giant river palaces. The discordant calliope was designed to be heard
along the river banks, announcing the arrival of the circus with its ghostly,
fluted timbre. During the 1850s, at the height of the river boat circus’s popu-
larity, Gilbert R. Spalding’s and Charles J. Rogers’s circus created an ex-
pansive “Floating Palace” that played dramatic spectacles like Hamlet and
the contemporary temperance hit, Ten Nights in a Bar Room for over a thou-
sand spectators at a time.”® But in the Civil War years, river boat circuses
were edged out of the water by the movement of Union and Confederate
troops.

Wagon circuses trod cautiously during the Civil War. Working as an
apprentice for the Robinson and Lake circus in 1863, the sixteen-year-old
future impresario James A. Bailey wrote in his diary about close encoun-
ters with Confederate soldiers. “Sunday, July 26, 1863: “The first place that
the people commenced to make preparations to receive the Rebels was at
Madison. The town was full of drunking Soldiers, we left there Saturday,
and went to Versailles when we got there the Rebels were at Osgood we
got away from Versailles at 7 O’Clock am and the Rebels came in at 10
O’Clock.”*

From the 1830s to the 1860s, the first railroad circuses were smaller than
contemporary overland wagon shows. The railroad eventually enabled the
circus to become a transcontinental entertainment, but early railroad cir-
cuses had no menagerie, sideshow, or street parade because constant rail
travel was difficult and expensive: although there were 30,500 miles of track
in place nationwide by 1860, railroads could not accommodate the circus’s
frequent movements because the rail system was a patchwork of different
track gauge and no circus had yet devised an efficient system of loading
and unloading its rented system (i.e. company issue) railway cars. The cir-
cus historian Fred Dahlinger writes that from the 1850s to the 1870s, many
railroad circuses were also “gilley” productions because manual laborers
transported the stock from the railway depot to the grounds—a dangerous
and tedious process. Some circuses stopped only at towns whose show site
was right next to the railroad tracks.** Dahlinger and Thayer add that rail-
road travel was financially risky as well: the equipment was expensive, and
all railroad-related expenses had to be paid up front. Wagon shows, by con-
trast, had far fewer advance expenditures—only the license and lot rental
had to be paid before ticket revenues were received. The train crew itself,
moreover, represented yet another expense for railroad showmen.*

L4 Historical and Cultural Process ] 19



Many audiences felt cheated by the early railroad circus and character-
ized it as an abbreviated amusement that still charged the same price as the
bigger overland wagon show (usually twenty-five to fifty cents).** Some cir-
cus employees, too, were resistant to this change. Jules Turnour, a clown
with Ringling Bros., felt initially uncomfortable during the show’s inaugu-
ral season on rails in 1890: “Somehow I didn’t like the change at first. I had
become so accustomed to the wagon traveling at night, to the wild, free,
clean abandon of the life, that I did not fancy the idea of sleeping on a stuffy
train, with smoke and cinders to bother me. . . . The wagon life may have
been hard traveling, but it was in the open.”** Yet rail travel was, on the
whole, easier for circus workers, enabling them to rest more soundly be-
tween stops than in the bumpy, jarring overland wagon. In time, railroad
showmen contemptuously referred to overland circuses as “mud shows.”**
By the 1860s greater numbers of circuses traveled at least part of the sea-
son by rail. Using eight railway cars, and moving overland part of the time,
Dan Castello’s Circus and Menagerie made the first transcontinental tour
in American circus history in 1869. Castello’s trip occurred just weeks after
the California railroad magnate Leland Stanford tapped (and missed) the
golden spike marking the riotous completion of the Transcontinental Rail-
road in May 1869 at Promontory Point, Utah.*

Soon thereafter, the railroad circus flourished. Although Barnum, Coup,
and Castello debuted with a wagon show in 1871, they quickly moved to
the railroad in 1872. In mid-1872 Barnum and Coup solved the logistical
problems of loading and unloading when they bought their own specially
designed railroad cars, including flat cars, sleeping cars crammed with extra
bunks, well-ventilated stock cars, and palace cars (designed with elabo-
rate partitions and special feeding areas for valuable ring stock—animals
working under the big top). Consequently, Barnum, Coup and Castello’s
Great Traveling World’s Fair easily surpassed the biggest overland wagon
shows, complete with a parade, menagerie, and sideshow. Long a fixture at
Barnum’s Museum in New York City (1841-68), the sideshow of “freaks”
became a major attraction at Barnum’s expanding railroad circus. Some
long-term entertainers at the American Museum, such as William Henry
Johnson, joined the Barnum, Coup and Castello sideshow. In 1872 Barnum,
Coup, and Castello adopted two big-top rings to accommodate their grow-
ing audience under the increasingly crowded canvas tent. The inaugural
railroad season in 1872 was a financial success, and the railroad quickly be-
came the standard method of transport for large circuses. Just six years after
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its start as a regional wagon show, Ringling Bros. became a railroad outfit
in 1890, starting with eighteen cars during its inaugural season.

The railroad circus of Barnum, Coup and Castello in 1872 was a blue-
print for the gargantuan railroad exhibitions at the turn of the century. But
in terms of sheer size, theirs paled in comparison to later railroad circuses.
When the 1872 season started (and before they purchased their own cars
later in the season), Barnum and Coup used a shabby group of leased “sys-
tem” cars that were twenty to thirty feet long. The combined car length
was about 1,200 feet. By 1897 Barnum & Bailey’s Greatest Show on Earth
used its own sixty-foot cars, which totaled 8,600 feet in length.*® In 1903
the Ringling Bros. had sixty-five cars.*” The size of the big top tent also
grew dramatically. In the 1840s the Mabie Brothers” one-ring tent mea-
sured eighty-five feet in diameter; by 1890 the Barnum & Bailey three-ring
tent was approximately 460 feet long. At the turn of the century, scores of
sixty-foot railway cars simultaneously carried several hundred and some-
times over a thousand circus workers, performers, animals, tents, food, and
props with greater speed than over land. By 1910, when over thirty circuses
traveled by rail, the Ringling Bros. show and the Barnum & Bailey circus
each used eighty-four railway cars to transport their productions nation-
wide, and Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show traveled with fifty-nine railway
cars.’® Large circuses owned their railroad cars, and contracted with car
makers to design palace cars and special elongated flat cars to accommo-
date their massive gilded wagons. Yet most railroad circuses were still small
by comparison, ranging from two to twenty cars, which held dining and
sleeping areas, baggage, animals, cage wagons, and seats.

Once the railroad circus expanded, its content became increasingly com-
plex. After Barnum merged with the veteran circus owner James Bailey in
1880, the show adopted three rings the following year. In 1895 one Barnum
& Bailey press release declared: “A Single Animal has Given Place to Herds
and Droves.”*® The enlarged, spacious big top changed the nature of cir-
cus acts, giving players more room to maneuver and consequently making
stunts increasingly elaborate. Flying trapeze artists, for example, increased
their troupe size and added aerial somersaults to their acts in the 1880s.*°
Lena Jordan is credited with executing the first successful triple somer-
sault on the flying trapeze in 1896. In the early 1900s Ernie Clark, a mem-
ber of the “Flying Clarkonians” family, awkwardly attempted the quadruple
somersault in practice sessions, but consistently pulled off the triple in front
of the audience.”
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The enormous transcontinental railroad network completed after the
Civil War transformed the circus into a frenetic three-ring, two-stage,
cross-country extravaganza. Now able to travel on a network of uniform
railroad gauge, the circus’s rising ubiquity was a symbol of national expan-
sion and consolidation during the Gilded Age. In 1892 a poster described
Barnum & Bailey’s spectacle “Columbus and the Discovery of America” as
an inexpensive whirlwind world tour: “Special Cheap Rate Excursions from
Everywhere by All Lines of Travel, Wonderland Itself Laid Bare” (fig. 4).
(Of course, wonderland was laid “bare” in other ways, too, because the pro-
duction boasted hundreds of barely dressed “oriental” ballet girls.) In the
context of a growing leisure culture at the turn of the century, the circus ad-
vanced itself as a convenient means of taking a global tour without having
to leave home. David Nasaw notes that between 1870 and 1900, real income
for nonagricultural workers rose by over 50 percent; concurrently, the cost
of living dropped 50 percent. Moreover, the average manufacturing worker
labored three and a half hours less in 1910 than in 1890; the decline in the
number of hours of the white-collar workweek was even greater.**

The Wild West show was a product of the same technological and cul-
tural currents that enabled the circus to expand. Colonel William F. “Buffalo
Bill” Cody, a Civil War veteran, hunter, actor, businessman, and politician,
created the first American Wild West show in 1883, a large railroad outfit
that was able to blanket the nation by adopting the railroad circus’s divi-
sion of labor and mode of transportation. Buffalo Bill's Wild West had an
elaborate program: cowboys, American Indians, horses, buffalo, Indian raids
on settler’s cabins and wagon trains, ersatz prairie fires and cyclones, bison
hunts, military drills, shooting acts, races, and dramatic reenactments from
the Indian Wars and of overseas battles at the turn of the century. Using the
technological medium that helped hasten the frontier’s actual disappear-
ance, Cody’s railroad outfit produced national narratives of “civilization,”
“progress,” and nostalgia for preindustrial American Indian cultures and
“wild” spaces, like the circus.

Although the railroad allowed the circus to travel great distances quickly
and broaden its routes, it also diminished visits to the smallest rural villages
that were too tiny to be profitable. Similar to their predecessors in wooden
arenas, these giant railroad shows primarily played cities and towns where
ticket sales could exceed their huge capital investments. Yet as noted in
chapter 1, rural residents still widely attended the railroad circus, because
large show owners worked with railroad companies to offer discounted “ex-
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Figure 4. “Columbus and the Discovery of America,” Barnum & Bailey, 1892. Featuring

a cast of 1,200 people, 400 horses, and scores of other animals, this spectacle promised
a quick global tour without straying far from home. (Lithograph courtesy of
Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros.
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cursion” fares for rural residents living along railroad lines within a fifty-
mile radius of a show stand. In Cuero, Texas, a local newspaper advertised
the times and places in various hamlets where an excursion train (charging
round-trip fares of $1 for adults and fifty cents for children)® would pick up
passengers for the Ringling Bros.” performance in Cuero on November 10,
1898.°* In 1888 Louis E. Cooke, Barnum & Bailey’s general railroad con-
tractor and excursion agent, contracted with railroad companies for 568 ex-
cursions which brought an additional 419,026 patrons to the circus during
its 192-day season.*

Although the large railroad circuses covered the most territory during
the season, the majority of circuses at the turn of the century were still

»

small, “dog and pony” “mud” shows. These circuses traveled primarily by
wagon and played in isolated villages. Some circus audiences became bored
with these small productions, at which the now ordinary horse dominated
the animal holdings. In 1899 a newspaper writer in Stoughton, Wisconsin,
complained about the lack of variety at the Gollmar Brothers’ recent exhi-
bition. “To tell the truth, the show might have been better and there might
have been a little more to the parade besides horses and colored wagons.
... It was almost as much as could be expected of any twenty-five cent cir-
cus, and we can remember having seen even poorer exhibitions than the
Gollmar’s.”*

Nevertheless, others felt that the large, modern railroad productions
“glutted rather than fed.” William Dean Howells waxed nostalgic about his
experiences at an old-fashioned dog-and-pony show in 1902, comparing it
favorably to the small wagon circuses of his youth in the “old days™: “I felt
the old thrill of excitement, the vain hope of something preternatural and
impossible. . . . There was, in fact, an air of pleasing domesticity diffused
over the whole circus. This was, perhaps, partly an effect from our extreme
proximity to its performances.”*” The modern three-ring railroad circus, by
contrast, was overwhelming, “too big to see at once” with its huge canvas
enclosure of rings and stages, a distinctly American cultural form whose
scripted chaos and singular indigestibility departed sharply from its inti-
mate one-ring European antecedents.

The visually oriented three-ring circus flourished in tandem with mul-
tiple visual forms at the turn of the century: department stores filled with
mirrors and reflective glassy surfaces, early motion picture actualities seen
at saloons, railway stations, circuses, and world’s fairs, and splashy new
newspaper formats with big photo-filled sports pages; the three-ring circus
was symbolic of an emergent “hieroglyphic civilization” which the histo-
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rian Warren Susman has characterized as “a significant break for a culture
that had taken form under Bible and dictionary.”*® William Dean Howells
thought that the modern circus was “an abuse and an outrage. . .. [The cir-
cus] has become too much of a good thing. . . . I'm still very fond of it, but
I come away defeated and defrauded. . . . [1] have been given more than I
was able to grasp.”®® Historians have concurred with this assessment. Neil
Harris posits that turn-of-the-century audiences became “glutted” and re-
duced to “passive bedazzlement” in this overwhelming visual feast.** Indeed,
the antebellum one-ring circus was intimate by comparison, an entertain-
ment whose “talking clowns” and ring masters integrated witty, gossipy
commentary about local politics into the program. But turn-of-the-century
audiences and circus workers alike still used the colossal three-ring circus
as a site for imaginative play, violence, and economic opportunity.

CULTURAL SPECTACLE

How did these multiple groups—often with conflicting interests — partici-
pate in the physical and ideological making of the railroad circus? This
study treats the circus on its own terms—instead of solely symbolic terms
—as a diverse conglomeration of workers and audiences who actively pro-
duced its ideological content.* Impresarios, many of whom were McKinley
Republicans supporting overseas expansion, big business, and Progressive
reforms, grandly (but always with a wink) proclaimed that the circus was a
magnificent exemplar of national progress. They consciously framed their
exhibitions of the world with normative tropes about labor, racial inequality,
separate spheres, and U.S. hegemony that often contradicted the lived ex-
periences of the multicultural members of the traveling circus community.
As a whole, the railroad circus was the product of rich members of the “cul-
ture industry,” but it also was (in the words of Stuart Hall and other Marx-
ian cultural studies theorists) “contested terrain.”** Scholars use this term
to locate class conflict in the seemingly apolitical realm of popular culture;
but one can take this oft-used phrase a step further to explore the conflicted
relationship between popular culture and historical constructions of gender,
race, and sexuality. With its competing visions of normality and subversion,
the ubiquitous turn-of-the-twentieth-century railroad circus represents a
potent case study of contradictory cultural production. (Readers who wish
to avoid the following discussion on cultural theory should skip ahead to
chapter 3.)

In an era of accelerated European immigration, circus acts codified eth-
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nic difference as racial difference. This book uses “white” and “whiteness”
with some hesitation because skin color was not unilaterally a conclusive
marker of “racial” identity at the turn of the century. Ethnicity still defined
one’s race, be it Yankee, Italian, Irish, German, or Russian. As recent works
on the historical construction of “whiteness” have suggested, white racial
identity was (and still is) interconnected with the changing status of Afri-
can Americans in American society and the arrival of various immigrant
groups over time. Consequently, whiteness is not just about skin color but
is part of a complex matrix of power relations.*’

Turn-of-the-century circus acts articulated the instability of white racial
identity through clownish caricatures of ethnic difference. When the bag-
pipe player William Shearer solicited the Ringling Bros. in 1903, he stressed
his ability to play ethnic stereotypes as a selling point: “I take the liberty of
writing to you to ask if you can use me to play with your Circus this coming
season. I am a first-rate performer on the Highland Bag Pipe. ... I do a
novelty musical act which always takes well in the Side Show. I play on an
Irish potato on a common wooden potatoe masher, on a German beer steine,
on a tin coffee pot and finish with a good lively Strathspey and Reel on my
pipes, as well which is very unique and always pleases the audience.”**

At the same time, the circus helped consolidate a shared sense of white
racial privilege among its diverse, white ethnic audiences; Euroamerican
spectators came, in part, to laugh at what they ostensibly were not: pre-
industrial, slow, bumbling, naive, or “savage.” The circus played a double
function because it codified European ethnicity as racial difference, while
simultaneously promoting a uniform “white” American racial identity.

Despite the presence of oppressive racial representations, circus people
—many of whom were social outsiders—often found a refuge of sorts in
this nomadic community of oddballs. In fact, the circus often provided a
better income than was available elsewhere. (Female stars, for one, made
just as much as their male counterparts or more, and a few women, such as
Mollie Bailey and Nellie Dutton, became successful circus owners. Bailey
was sole owner of a small circus, “a Texas show for Texas people,” at the
turn of the century.)** Lottie Barber, a fat lady at the sideshow also known
as “Jolly Dolly Dimples,” remarked: “My fat is my kingdom, my riches. You
can tell your thin ladies . .. that my big bulk has kept the wolf from my door
for thirty-five years. I've never been broke since I struck the show busi-
ness.”*® Although such commercial exhibits of physical difference may seem
offensive by today’s norms, Lottie Barber and her comrades at the sideshow
were unfailingly pragmatic about their unusual bodily capital, viewing their
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own physical limitations as an opportunity to make a living in a society that
might otherwise shun them.

These nomadic circus strangers helped subvert contemporary norms
about gender and the body. Dressed in sleek leotards and wearing closely
cropped hair, circus men and women often looked indistinguishable from
each other, particularly as they exhibited equally difficult feats of agility.
Judith Butler suggests that in privileging gender as a social construction,
feminist theorists have unwittingly transformed “sex” into an unchanging,
indisputable material reality. Instead, Butler argues that “sex” is an un-
stable, discursive formation that is largely defined by rigid, heterosexual
ideals.*” With their blurring of male and female bodies, circus acts flat-
tened sexual differences, and went so far as to challenge the distinction be-
tween human and animal. Trapeze artists and acrobats became birds and
butterflies, while the “Learned Pig” solved simple math problems, and ele-
phants, tigers, and bears danced upright. The circus encompassed an ar-
ray of remarkably transgressive bodies: women grew long beards, armless
ladies sewed with their feet, hairy people worked as “missing links,” and
midgets and giants played cowboys, royalty, and military figures.*® Circus
people also made light of the body’s threshold for discomfort by engaging
in seemingly agonizing activities as they swallowed swords or ate fire (both
of which caused no pain if done correctly).

The railroad circus was an interactive cultural arena for workers, owners,
and audiences; as such, the circus complicates scholarly ideas about repre-
sentations of self and Other. On one level, the circus’s spectacular pageant
of the Other—a profusion of people of color working as “missing links,”
“savages,” and “ape girls”—make it a popular counterpart to high cultural
analyses like Edward Said’s Orientalism, which use literary texts, paint-
ings, magazines, and European travel writing to investigate how European
(and American) imperialists have depicted —and dominated —the rest of the
world.*® Although extremely useful to this study, these approaches run the
risk of compounding the stereotype of the Other as mute.*® Several schol-
ars have demonstrated that in live performance, the relationship between
self and Other is constantly in flux —even when the performance reinforces
racist norms—because as an entertainer, one returns the audience’s gaze
with one’s own, thus undermining the controlling function of the gaze.”

The circus disturbed the seemingly safe staged distance between self
and Other because it was interactive: the entertainer-as-Other talked back
to audiences, teased them, and fooled them. Duping was a central part of
the circus; consequently audiences were always vulnerable as they unwit-
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tingly became part of the “show.” The Ringling Bros.” program in 1894,
for instance, treated its unsuspecting audience members gathering for the
big-top show to a “fight” between a foppish “city dude” and an “innocent-
looking German countryman.” The German became increasingly angry as
the city dude strutted around trying to impress female audience members
with his “eye-glass and cane, high collar and general extravagance of dress.”
Finally, the frightened dude charged around the hippodrome track while
the German bombarded him with chunks of bread, sausage links, and a pail
of beer. As the big-top program was about to start, the two retreated to the
men’s dressing room; only then did the audience learn that the dude and
the bumpkin were “in the play.” %

The circus crowd itself was part of the “human menagerie” at the circus.
For audience members, the presence of huge masses generated the same
kind of excitement as the extraordinary human and animal athletes on the
program under canvas. Emily Dickinson witnessed how Circus Day trans-
formed ordinary neighbors into virtual strangers: “The show is not the
show, / But they that go. / Menagerie to me / My neighbor be. / Fair
play— / Both went to see.”*® Circus workers duly observed and recorded
these “performances,” thus making everyone part of the production. The
spectacle of these crowds became especially exciting when people fought,
became drunk, gambled, or panicked in the face of a storm or rampaging
animal.

The giant railroad circus, then, was a dialogical cultural process because
its “show” was multifaceted, a spectacular conversation of sorts between
performers, workers, animals, the elements, and the audience. In analyzing
the literature of Francois Rabelais, Mikhail Bakhtin demonstrates that car-
nivals, Church feasts, agricultural feasts, and civil ceremonies in early mod-
ern France were occasions for shared laughter, at which participants poked
fun at authority figures and celebrated the grotesque body. These special
events suspended time and dissolved social hierarchies. Bakhtin contends
that the “carnival spirit” was more than a simple safety valve: “This carni-
val spirit offers the chance to have a new outlook on the world, to realize
the relative nature of all that exists, and to enter a completely new order of
things.”** But several scholars such as Robert Allen, Terry Eagleton, Susan
Davis, Peter Stallybrass, and Allon White have taken Bakhtin to task for
his uniformly utopian and radical vision of the “folk.” Terry Eagleton, in
particular, argues that elites sanctioned carnival as a “contained popular
blow-off” that unwittingly reinforced the social order.”” Residual parts of
carnival (both conservative and potentially radical) like masking, the gro-
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tesque, mobbing, and theatrical inversions of social hierarchies heightened
the volatile mood on Circus Day. Time was in abeyance as towns shut down.
People feasted. Dressed in an array of grotesque costumes, clowns twisted
their bodies and laughed at the existing order. Humans and animals aped
each other, calling into question what it meant to be male, female, indeed
even human.

Echoing the scenes of constant gorging at carnival captured on a Breugel
canvas, Circus Day audiences spent their money freely. In Herman, Texas,
for one, Miss Pauline Janes’s shop offered special “Circus Day Bargains!”:
“Remember these prices prevail on ‘circus day only. My store is the best
place from which to view the parade. Come and see me.”*® On Circus Day,
the sociologist William Graham Sumner’s iconic savings bank depositor
was hardly the “hero of American civilization.” Because consumers were
wont to spend on Circus Day, many communities accused the circus of in-
direct thievery. Local residents complained that the nomadic circus was a
“drain” on the local economy, as townspeople spent their scarce cash there
instead of buying goods within the community. In 1900 the Georgia legisla-
ture virtually taxed the circus out of the state: on the grounds that it made a
“big pile of money out of the community,” it was required to pay from $300
to $1,000 a day”” (depending on the size of the town) for the privilege of
exhibiting there.’®

Although Circus Day was a carnivalesque occasion for community con-
solidation, it was also, paradoxically, a time of community fragmentation.
Established bonds of intimacy within watchful communities temporarily
dissolved into anonymity, which gave people license to engage in illicit ac-
tivities. Robert Allen reminds us that “carnivals can become riots.”*® A
group of boys at a circus date in Appleton, Wisconsin, in 1910, for instance,
loitered, smoked cigarettes, and set five sheds on fire near the railway depot
at 2 A.M. while waiting for the Ringling Bros. train to arrive.®® Newspapers
frequently published veritable catalogues of criminal activities committed
while the circus was in town—who was robbed, and the value of the goods
stolen. In 1905 the Clinton (Iowa) Daily Herald noted that Barnett’s milli-
nery lost $25 in a robbery® The robbers entered through the rear door
while the unwary clerks stood outside watching the free Ringling Bros. cir-
cus parade. In addition, two diamond rings were stolen at a house in nearby
Sterling, Illinois. The article concluded that both crimes were “doubtless
committed by some of the thieves who follow the circus about.”®* After the
Ringling Bros. circus blew through town, the Sherman (Tex.) Weekly Demo-
cratreported, “It wouldn’t be a complete circus day without a horse theft and
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Tuesday’s circus was no exception to the rule.”® On the eve of Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West in 1898, the Arkansas Democrat of Little Rock cautioned local
residents to “Be Careful Tomorrow: Crooks Will Abound and Stores and
Dwellings Should Be Watched.”®* A newspaper in Mount Pleasant, lowa,
warned its readers to “look out for bums”: “The News begs to inform the
people that this is Circus Day, and to warn them that it would be wise to
make doors and windows doubly sure. About every show, no matter how
well regulated of itself, a horde of bums, thieves and confidence men have
been drifting into town until now it is safe to say that fifty are in town
looking for a chance to commit some depredation. At the Pork House and
stock pens a crowd of them can be seen plotting together. Tonight especially
should caution be observed.”®

Although large railroad circus owners hired Pinkerton detectives to
maintain order on the show grounds, audiences and circus workers alike
often flagrantly disregarded the presence of law enforcement. In 1908 the
acrobat Aristodemo Frediani observed that Barnum & Bailey’s Pinkerton
detectives ignored fights, short-change “artistry,” gambling, and the work-
ingmen who sneaked under the bleachers to steal umbrellas and canes from
unsuspecting audience members.® Community fears about crime and dis-
order suggest that the circus’s overwhelming presence (complete with its
horde of “sneak-thieves”) could have solidified provincial xenophobia, es-
pecially when local newspaper articles occasionally called circus players
“gypsies,” a characterization that transmogrified this entire itinerant com-
munity into a liminal racial Other. But the historical evidence suggests
otherwise. Virtually no town banned the circus outright at the turn of the
century, whereas several states had done so in antebellum America. Resi-
dents rightly expressed their anxieties about illicit activities on Circus Day,
but few (if any) moved to abolish it wholesale.

The specter of community fragmentation continued on Circus Day as
audiences occasionally responded to the show’s beckoning vision of a big,
exciting world by “running away” The act of “running away” involved
breaking away from one’s community for the imagined economic opportu-
nities and unfettered life with the circus. A manager for Buffalo Bill's Wild
West wrote to a frantic sister whose brother had seemingly disappeared,
to reassure her that he was alive and well and working in the dining tent.®
From California, Gail O. Downing wrote to his pregnant wife Orilla Down-
ing in Cody, Wyoming, about an unexpected turn of events: “I am now
dropping you a little surprise. I am headed for Cheyenne Wyo. to join C. B.
Irwins Wild West Show.”*®* When Barnum & Bailey played at North Adams,
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Massachusetts, in 1903, a local newspaper reported, “About a half a score
of young men in the city who are out of employment joined the Barnum &
Bailey show and will leave the city with the aggregation this evening. The
men will act as canvasmen [workers who erected the canvas tents]. They
are promised good wages and board, but the work is hard.”®® Because turn-
over rates were high among workingmen, circus managers constantly hired
people throughout the season, disrupting community bonds along the way.
“Running away” also represented a potential escape from the shackles of
gendered and racial conformity that limited ordinary community life. De-
spite the lure of mobility at the circus, proprietors used these same norma-
tive stereotypes to market their shows.

The presence of the circus further assaulted community ties when chil-
dren slipped away to join the show. After a Barnum & Bailey date in Lynn,
Massachusetts, in 1907, the local police searched two days for two girls,
thirteen-year-old Hazel Kimball and fifteen-year-old Clara Appleton, who
disappeared after the circus departed. Finally, Hazel's frantic mother trav-
eled to Salem, where she found her daughter washing dishes in the circus
cook tent. Meanwhile, Clara hid under a wagon to avoid being taken home,
because she wanted to become a snake charmer. The girls had joined the
circus simply by hiding in a circus railroad car when the outfit departed
Lynn.” Amid thousands of strangers, railroad cars, animals, wagons, and
tents, children could easily disappear with the circus.

In this crowded, carnivalesque environment of thieves, idle teen-agers,
vanishing children, and “profligate” consumers, the specter of violence was
omnipresent. After the evening program had finished, drunks and “toughs”
leered at disrobing female artists in the women’s dressing tent and picked
fights with circus workers or fellow spectators. Despite the potential level-
ing of social hierarchies that the circus’s carnivalesque presence promised,
frequent altercations on the show grounds exposed deep racial tensions.
Nonetheless, several writers idealized Circus Day as a racial safety valve, a
moment of unmitigated merriment for weary African American farmers in
particular. The Arkansas Democrat reported that “cotton-hoeing and cotton-
picking the year round would make life a heavy burden to the colored
brother if unrelieved by the annual circus.”” Yet such tranquil characteriza-
tions belied the presence of very real racial violence—most often directed at
people of color. In Cuero, Texas, the Ringling Bros. 1892 route book noted:
“During a street brawl here to-day among the natives, one Mexican was
stabbed to the heart, another all cut up and a white man had his ears bit-
ten off.” ™ As various theorists, media scholars, and historians have written,
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“low” groups often used carnivalesque celebrations like the circus as op-
portunities for “displaced abjection” to empower themselves by demonizing
people even “lower” on the social hierarchy than themselves.”

The potential for violence on Circus Day speaks, in part, to its over-
whelming presence and its diverse audience base. As a result, the circus
occupied an ambivalent position in the spectrum of turn-of-the-century
popular entertainment. Wild West show, vaudeville, and other allied amuse-
ments claimed to be decorous and orderly, each quickly noting that it was
“not a circus.”™ Such commentary acknowledges the circus’s potentially
precarious position in a broader and much debated cultural hierarchy in
fin-de-sieécle America.” But in contrast to the all-male world of burlesque
and concert saloon, everyone went to the circus: from President Theodore
Roosevelt, who received a personal invitation scrolled on satin from James
A. Bailey in 1903, to hundreds of inmates from local insane asylums across
the country who were brought to the circus by their wardens.” In many
ways, the composition of the turn-of-the-century circus audience mirrored
those of the mixed Jacksonian-era theater, because women, men, and chil-
dren of different social class and ethnicity sat together under the same can-
vas big top tent. In 1898 the Galveston Daily News noticed the diverse crowd
attending the Ringling Bros. circus: “Men, women and children from all
walks of life and all avenues of trade and profession and wards and precincts
were there and as one big family” ™

Yet seating arrangements at the largest railroad circuses also reflected
contemporary social hierarchies based on class and race (fig. 5). Wealthy
and middle-class Euroamerican spectators sat in the comfortable and ex-
pensive (usually $1 to $2)™ “starbacks” or reserved box seats—the best
seats in the big top, located along the center ring.”” Depending on the show,
working-class patrons paid twenty-five or fifty cents to sit at either end of
the big top on unreserved bleachers (so called because of their resemblance
to long bleaching boards), also known as “blues” (the practice of painting
bleacher seats blue started in the mid-nineteenth century for unknown rea-
sons).*® Recent immigrants, Native Americans, many working-class circus-
goers, and stray children paid a “blues” price to sit in the gallery or “straw
house,” an open “pit” area between the hippodrome track and the seating
area on which straw was placed to accommodate a few thousand more spec-
tators.

The racial geography of the circus audience reflected the proliferation of
Jim Crow segregation at the turn of the century. Until 1900 southern seg-
regation laws had applied primarily to passenger trains; thereafter, these
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Figure 5. Barnum & Bailey program, sketch of show grounds, 1903. Although virtually
everyone attended the circus, seating arrangements under the big top were generally
stratified on the basis of social class and, in the Jim Crow South, uniformly
racially segregated. (Interior sketch courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., B+B-N45-03-10)

laws (both de facto and de jure) extended to virtually every aspect of public
life: separate toilets, water fountains, waiting rooms, orphanages, schools
for the blind and deaf, Bibles for court testimony, parks, swimming pools,
restaurants, streetcars, and steamboats.® In the South, black circus-goers
rode in separate “Jim Crow” railroad cars. Under the big top, black patrons
generally sat segregated from other spectators in the gallery® Outside
the tents, black and white audiences bought their concessions at separate
snack stands. The Louisiana state legislature passed a law in 1914 mandat-
ing racially segregated entrances, exits, and ticket windows at circuses and
other tent shows; the law also specified that ticket sellers remain a minimum
distance of twenty-five feet from each other.** Racial segregation had a long
history at the circus in the southern United States: throughout the nine-
teenth century, newspapers noted separate points of entry and segregated
seating areas, in the pit [standing room] or gallery, for black circus audi-
ences. Newspapers also mentioned that African Americans were supposed

L A4 Historical and Cultural Process ] 33




to attend the circus at specified times and dates.** However, segregationist
practices at the turn-of-the-century circus were more comprehensive than
in earlier years.

The historical evidence is less clear regarding the segregation of other
racial groups at the circus. Route books and press releases frequently men-
tioned the presence of Native American, Chicano, and Asian American audi-
ences, but generally do not specify where they sat, only that they sat en
masse.* One article from 1903 did note that several Chinese attending Bar-
num & Bailey’s Madison Square Garden date paid $1.50 for expensive box
seats.”® One spectator, Li Kung Chang, stated that he would never sit in the
gallery, “where the representatives of Italy, Germany and Ireland are most
prominent.”®’

Ticket prices, ranging from twenty-five cents to $2, made Circus Day a
fairly expensive amusement for its day.*® (It should be noted, however, that
many dog-and-pony outfits charged only a dime for admission.)** Vaudeville
tickets sold for a dime to a dollar, depending on the theater and the loca-
tion of one’s seat in the orchestra or gallery; “cheap nickel dumps” and dime
museums cost what their names suggest; burlesque halls, concert saloons,
and “ten-twenty-thirty” theaters, which featured “blood and thunder” melo-
dramas, ranged in price from a dime to thirty cents.** Such amusements
were part of a spectrum of ordinary, mostly urban leisure activities, whereas
a large railroad circus or Wild West show might come to town only once or
twice a year; as a result, residents could save in advance so that they might
spend on Circus Day.

Like vaudeville, amusement parks, world’s fairs, and the nascent movie
industry, the railroad circus was an essential component of a burgeoning
mass culture® In the new urbanizing society at the turn of the century,
immigrants and the native-born from all social classes increasingly partici-
pated in shared forms of popular entertainment.”® David Nasaw explains
that the new mass culture was “a by-product of the enormous expansion
of cities.”*® Collectively, these popular forms helped bring about the devel-
opment of twentieth-century mass culture forms like radio, television, and
Disney’s empire that capitalized on middle-class notions of propriety to
produce virtuous entertainment for all classes. Unlike these amusements,
though, the circus did not experience a development exclusively tied to the
growth of cities; instead its evolution, as suggested earlier in this chapter,
depended upon continental expansion and internal improvements.

The diversity of the audience at the turn-of-the-century circus was am-
plified by the presence of children. This development was especially striking
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because the antebellum circus had been primarily an adult entertainment.
In the 1880s P. T. Barnum called himself “the Children’s Friend” and wel-
comed “children of all ages.” Barnum and many social purity reformers ar-
gued that the circus offered all Americans—especially impressionable chil-
dren—great moral lessons about courage, discipline, and bodily fortitude.
Large railroad showmen frequently sponsored Orphans’ Day productions
in which local orphans were able to attend the circus free of charge. On
April 12, 1894, orphanages in New York City collectively sent 4,491 children
to Barnum & Bailey’s circus.”* Impresarios also sent sick children to the cir-
cus, where their health was reportedly restored: “Patients [once sick with
hydrophobia’] Now Cured,” blared one story.*® In 1902 the National Biscuit
Company introduced Barnum’s Animals, crackers encased in a vivid “take-
along” package covered with pictures of animals. The popular new women’s
magazine Ladies’ Home Journal (1883) had pages and pages of colorful cir-
cus cutouts for children: female bareback riders clad in tutus, bare-chested
Native American men, pipe-smoking seals, floppy clowns, boxing kanga-
roos, erect ringmasters, educated pigs.*®

In a popular setting, the circus complemented the ideas of contempo-
rary intellectuals like Ellen Key, John Dewey, and G. Stanley Hall, who
argued that play was an important part of childhood development. Rud-
yard Kipling’s Jungle Book (1894) and other children’s books portrayed a
child-centered world in which animals talked and children had exciting ad-
ventures in far-flung locations. Gary Cross has written that play began to
replace work as a way for middle-class children to learn adult roles in an
urban industrial society (where their labor was increasingly superfluous—
although working-class youth still toiled to help support their families).
Cross observes that in the context of a burgeoning consumer economy and
changing attitudes about children’s play, the toy business expanded rapidly
at the turn of the century®” The Progressive leaders of the Playground
Movement contended that the creation of urban play spaces could foster
self-control through bodily conditioning.®® In this social context, the circus
ballyhooed itself as a site of uplift where children could watch superlative
physical discipline in a fun setting,.

The circus also inspired other aspects of the flowering children’s con-
sumer culture. Circus novels for children were common at the turn of the
century, as were circus toys. Schoenhut’s popular Humpty Dumpty Circus
(1908) was a wooden, jointed play set of circus athletes and animals which
could be twisted into myriad poses. Both toy manufacturers and circus pro-
prietors used contemporary imperialism to create salable commodities. By
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1910 the Humpty Dumpty Circus became “Humpty Dumpty in Africa,”
based on Theodore Roosevelt’s African safari of 1909. The play set included
a Roosevelt figure and a black guide, in addition to the usual stock of cir-
cus characters.”” The modern child often first glimpsed the exotic Other
through circuses and toys, a formative encounter that helped make colonial
power relations part of the unconscious, “natural” world of child’s play.
Many recent studies have broadened the parameters of diplomatic his-
tory to include topics like play sets and other facets of everyday life. Shaped
by the new social history, itself a product of the social movements of the
1960s and early 1970s, these works consider how ordinary people (as well
as elites) have participated in and shaped U.S. foreign relations. Using gen-
der, race, and class as their analytic tools, practitioners of the new social
history have demonstrated the interconnectedness of domestic culture —in-
cluding sexuality, the division of labor, civil rights issues, and consumption
patterns—and U.S. foreign policy.°® Scholars of popular culture, influenced
by the field of cultural studies and the work of Antonio Gramsci,'” have also
located power relations outside traditional political boundaries.* Robert
Rydell, in particular, has pioneered this interdisciplinary approach by dem-
onstrating that American international expositions at the turn of the cen-
tury and in the 1930s promulgated U.S. domination overseas, Euroamerican
racism, and the political and economic interests of “captains of industry.”
Building upon these studies, this book explores the powerful relationship
between popular culture, ideology, national identity, and state formation.
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SPECTACULAR
LABOR

When Barnum & Bailey’s Greatest Show on Earth rolled into Kansas City,

Missouri, in 1917, Emmett Kelly, a teen-aged industrial painter (and future
hobo circus clown star) remembered the scene vividly. Transfixed by the
size of the circus, Kelly counted a hundred railroad cars: “I could hardly be-
lieve the size of'it. . . . The show traveled on four separate trains and looked
like a big town. There was a blacksmith shop and big cook and dining tents
and a barbershop tent and I could see a man delivering mail like a regular
postman, and there were electric-light plants and water wagons—it was a
sight I'll never forget.”!

People awoke hours before dawn to catch the first glimpse of the mile-
long configuration of circus trains pulling into town (fig. 6). Carl Sandburg
recalled scrambling out of bed as a boy in Galesburg, Illinois, on Circus
Day: “When the circus came to town we managed to shake out of sleep at
four o’clock in the morning, grab a slice of bread and butter and make a
fast walk to the Q. [Chicago, Burlington and Quincy Railroad?] yards to
watch the unloading in early daylight.”* With amazement, countless spec-
tators watched what circus folk called “the greatest fiee show on earth.”
They gazed at the dazzling gilded wagons rolling smoothly off railroad flat-
cars; they saw elephants assisting muscular men erecting voluminous can-
vas tents; they smelled huge vats of coffee that would produce two thousand
cups for bleary-eyed workers, and sizzling bacon, sausage, eggs, and pan-



Figure 6. “Circus Day,” Barnum & Bailey, Brockton, Mass., 1903. Unloading the circus

train was part of the “show” for the masses who awoke before dawn to see this logistical
spectacle. (Frederick Glasier Collection, neg. no. 890; black-and-white photograph,
copy from glass plate negative, 10 X 8 in., museum purchase, Collection of
the John and Mable Museum of Art Archives, Sarasota, Fla.)

cakes in the cook tent that would soon feed more than 1,000 employees.
In 1890 the Detroit Free Press estimated that Barnum & Bailey employed an
“army” of 800 men and 200 women.’ In 1893 this circus also had 407 horses
and ponies, 2 mules, 1 giant and 1 hairless horse, 12 elephants, 4 camels, and
8 dromedaries. There were 102 wagons, including 55 baggage wagons, 22
cages, 2 ticket wagons, 4 band wagons, and a clown cart. The ground crew
of “roustabouts” (manual laborers) erected a total of 68,000 yards of canvas
each working day and used 178,397 feet of rope as part of this process.* In
1908 the Eau Claire (Wis.) Daily Telegram observed that the Ringling Bros.
circus employed 75 cooks and kitchen helpers who prepared 3,200 meals a
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day using 4,000 pounds of meat; for breakfast alone, the kitchen staff cooked
38,600 eggs and 800 pounds of mutton.® Spectators witnessed an efficient
two-hour transformation of an empty lot into a vast, fragrant, nomadic city.

What did this gargantuan logistical display of human and animal labor
tell its audiences about the Gilded Age? How did the railroad industrialize
the circus? What did the circus’s size and labor structure reveal about the
ideologies of its owners and workers? This chapter shows that the railroad
circus’s great size, its participation in monopoly capitalism, its specialized
division of labor, its ethos of efficiency, the individual “rags-to-riches” nar-
ratives of its owners, and its structural and ideological embodiment of a
(traveling) company town gave its distant patrons an intimate look at the
beliefs, values, and material practices of the new corporate order. Still, the
railroad circus presented this industrial order in ways that evoked an older
preindustrial world, where humans and animals were stronger than ma-
chines, and talented individuals could “rise” through hard work and self-
discipline. Echoing Raymond Williams, who argues that culture is a “social
material process,” this chapter illuminates the thick, physical framework in
which the circus produced its ideological content.®

THE CIRCUS AS BIG BUSINESS

At the turn of the century, the size and scale of the railroad circus mir-
rored the growth of big business and the expansion of the industrial work-
force. Between 1895 and 1904 over 1,800 manufacturing companies merged
into 157 horizontal combinations which dominated their respective mar-
kets.” By 1900 nearly 450 other companies employed over 1,000 people and
more than 1,000 companies employed between 500 and 1,000. In the iron
and steel industry, the workforce of the average firm, which stood at under
100 in 1870, had since quadrupled.® Other parts of the amusement industry
ballooned as well. The Keith-Albee vaudeville circuit became a monopoly,
a harbinger of the growth of big business in movies and radio, and later
of such synergistic media conglomerates as Disney, Sony, and AOL Time
Warner. Beginning in the 1920s, the “Big Five” motion picture companies
(RKO, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, Paramount, Warner Brothers, and Twenti-
eth Century Fox) virtually controlled American film production and distri-
bution. The Big Five owned large movie theaters in lucrative markets and
also practiced “block booking,” selling only big blocks of movies (instead of
individual films) to independent theaters.’

National media used the giant circus as a colorful trope for monopoly
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capitalism. Newspaper cartoons commonly depicted business trusts and in-
dustrialists as animal and human circus actors. In one cartoon, John D.
Rockefeller and Averell Harriman, obese with bulging eyes, sat in plush box
seats with bemused detachment as they watched a big-top performance in
which terrified monkeylike citizens careened wildly atop galloping donkeys,
labeled “trust extortion,” which represented the oil, railroad, beef, sugar,
and coal trusts.”® Yet the relationship between the circus and big business
was more than metaphorical, because the circus was—relatively speaking —
big business at the turn of the century.

Although much smaller in scale than giant trusts like Standard Oil and
U.S. Steel, a few giants created by several circus mergers in the late nine-
teenth century and the early twentieth controlled the railroad circus routes.
P. T. Barnum and James A. Bailey merged their operations in 1880. By 1904
Bailey (Barnum had died in 1891) owned two of the nation’s biggest shows —
the Greatest Show on Earth and the Adam Forepaugh & Sells Brothers cir-
cus, itself the product of a merger of the Adam Forepaugh circus and the
Sells Brothers circus in 1896. From 1895 Bailey also supplied capital, equip-
ment, and managerial expertise for Buffalo Bill's Wild West." The Ringling
Bros. successfully captured the American circus market while Barnum &
Bailey’s circus toured Europe from 1897 to 1902. In the 1890s, and then
again in 1904, these rivals agreed to separate their routing territory so
that they would not overlap and draw business away from each other. After
Bailey died in 1906, the Ringling Bros. bought his entire holdings during
the depression of 1907 for $410,000, a bargain price.”” Yet for purposes of
comparison, U.S. Steel was worth $1 billion" in 1901 when it was created
out of several horizontal combinations.”* The Ringling Bros. operated the
Barnum and Bailey circus as a separate unit until 1919, when they merged
the two circuses into a single production, the Ringling Bros. and Barnum &
Bailey’s Combined Shows. In 1929 John Ringling, the last surviving brother,
bought out the American Circus Corporation, a stock corporation com-
posed of five circuses; the buyout, unfortunately, forced Ringling into debt.
His financial resources were further eroded by the arrival of the Great De-
pression that same year. By 1932 Ringling, now ailing, was forced to relin-
quish control of the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus to unscru-
pulous creditors. Ringling remained as the show’s president, but in name
only. The firm New York Investors controlled his assets and forbade him to
exercise any authority over the circus. Ringling’s ex-friend Sam Gumpertz,
a former Wild West rider, acrobat, Coney Island manager, and real estate
magnate with close financial ties to the New York Investors, served as the
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general manager of the circus from 1932 until 1937, when members of the
Ringling family regained control after John’s death in the preceding year.”

In 1907 rival showmen balked when the Ringling Bros. purchased Bar-
num & Bailey. Although the federal courts never held that the circus busi-
ness was a violator of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act (1890), other circus
owners accused the Ringling Bros. of monopolistic practices. For example,
E. Sherman Dandy, an agent for the Hagenbeck circus, charged that the
Ringling “trust” paid railroad contractors for their competitors’ routes. He
also contended that they sabotaged smaller outfits by showering their
routes with bills for upcoming trust shows. “'TJhey make . . . the country a
chess board, and move their attractions from one point to another, canceling
dates without regard for obligation to the public simply to put an estab-
lished show ahead of one which is struggling for recognition.”'* Moreover,
Dandy accused the Ringling Bros. and the railroads of price fixing: railroad
companies agreed to haul the trust productions for one-fifth the regular
rate in order to keep their business while forcing Ringling competitors to
pay the regular rate.”” Al Ringling justified such practices by stating that
his family’s circus operation was “nothing more than survival of the fittest.”
Other Gilded Age capitalists like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller
explained their success with such Spencerian language as well."®

Employing over a thousand workers and performers, the biggest rail-
road circuses like Barnum & Bailey and the Ringling Bros. shared other
structural and ideological similarities with turn-of-the-century corpora-
tions. The circus’s division of labor was highly specialized and was bound to
the clock to meet fixed railroad schedules. As on the assembly line at Henry
Ford’s new automobile plant in Highland Park, Michigan, each railroad cir-
cus worker had a specific job that atomized and segmented his labor. And
as on the alienating assembly line, railroad circus managers often treated
workers as anonymous cogs in a vast production machine. At Barnum &
Bailey, each workingman wore a numbered identity badge because num-
bers were easier to remember than hundreds of different names."” At small
wagon circuses, or “mud shows,” though, the division of labor remained
“preindustrial” because these outfits ran independently of the railroad clock
and the duties of the workforce overlapped considerably —performers and
managers alike sold tickets, in addition to doing any other job that needed
to be done.

Greater specialization and discipline at the large railroad circus emerged
concurrently with other developments in the American industrial work-
place. Industrialists extolled the financial rewards of “scientific manage-
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ment.” An engineering executive and author, Frederick Winslow Taylor,
used the stopwatch and the time-and-motion study to increase workers’
output. Taylor analyzed various jobs, from iron forging to bricklaying, over
a thirty-year period, beginning in the late 1870s, and concluded that shop
managers could create a more congenial and productive workplace if they
provided laborers with detailed instructions for each task and rewarded
those who performed most efficiently. According to Taylor, “The task is
always so regulated that the man who is well suited to his job will thrive
while working at this rate during a long term of years and grow happier and
more prosperous, instead of being overworked. Scientific management con-
sists very largely in preparing for and carrying out these tasks.”*® Reflecting
Taylor’s objectives, railroad outfits meticulously planned and parceled out
each part of the labor process. Impresarios carefully chose managers who
designed the route a year ahead of the show date; they organized teams of
workers who secured local contracts months in advance, and managers cho-
reographed the activities of the workingmen who erected and tore down
the tented city on Circus Day. The complicated act of simply advertising the
production gave future audiences an intimate peek at the “industrialized”
work spectacle they would witness on Circus Day.

PUTTING THE SHOW ON THE ROAD:
THE CIRCUS ADVERTISING MACHINE

Circus proprietors and routing agents wove a complex web of market re-
search to plan their routes. The circus historians Fred Dahlinger and Stuart
Thayer write that circus advertising became increasingly sophisticated from
1871 (when Barnum entered the circus business) to the turn of the century,
when the Ringlings became undisputed “circus kings.” While Barnum and
his manager W. C. Coup focused on population, the Ringlings considered a
range of marketing factors in determining where to perform most profita-
bly. They analyzed seasonal patterns and regional weather conditions, spe-
cifically the incidence of drought and rain, crop reports, factory conditions,
bank clearings, and the presence of summer resorts to determine an area’s
level of prosperity® In October 1900 the Greenville (Tex.) Evening Banner
proudly noted that six circuses were currently in Texas—a sure sign of a
booming economy: “It is a well known fact that circuses always pick out
the states where the people are most prosperous and the fact that so many
are here now is a hint to outsiders that should not be overlooked.”** Circus
routing agents also studied how often competing circuses visited a specific
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region and the content of their rival productions. This was a particularly
important consideration: when a showman'’s routing turf was seemingly in-
truded upon, he might destroy his rival’s bills and plaster the remains over
with his own posters (“sticker wars,” in the words of Charles Ringling),
or a brawl might erupt between competing outfits.** Proprietors and rout-
ing agents gathered this information through a flurry of correspondence
with bankers, newspaper editors, railroad traffic managers, and postmas-
ters. These men also worked in tandem with the railroad contractor, a circus
manager who secured travel arrangements with railroad officials.**

Advertising the route was daunting. Months before an actual show date,
teams of contractors, advertising agents, and billposters traveled to future
markets in brightly painted railroad cars designed to advertise the cir-
cus. Long before Circus Day, these workers, known collectively as “ad-
vance men,” provided townspeople with a prelude of the disciplined pag-
eant of labor that was to come. The advance men secured various contracts
for fuel, animal feed, water, fuel, eggs, milk, meat, and other perishables,
and inundated future markets with colorful lithographs and handbills. Al-
though the precise number of employees working ahead of the actual cir-
cus varied, Barnum & Bailey’s circus in 1894 provides a window into the
complicated advance system at the largest outfits and serves as the primary
example for the following discussion. Barnum & Bailey had four advertis-
ing cars (confusingly called Cars Number One, Two, Four, and Six) which
followed each other a week or two apart on the same route; each car cost
$1,000 per week?®® to operate, and each typically had eight to eleven bill-
posters, a boss-billposter, several lithographers, a manager, and on occasion
an advance press agent who confirmed advertising arrangements with local
newspapers.*®

Car Number One, also known as the “skirmishing” or “opposition” car,
was a trouble shooter. The advance men riding in it made certain that
competing shows, collectively called the “opposition,” did not steal a pre-
viously arranged date or sabotage earlier transportation contracts made
soon after circus managers had determined the route for the upcoming sea-
son. The general contractor was the first circus worker to cover the route,
and he made written arrangements for virtually everything that the out-
fit needed at each stop: licenses, exhibition grounds, billboards, liverymen
(local drivers), animal feed, meat, hotels, and food for circus employees.*”
Often the general contractor and other advance men had legal training, in
order to wade through complex contracts and local laws.

An advance agent, press agent, and several billposters traveled in Car
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Number Two. In this car the agent in charge had a list of all contracts made
in advance, as well as detailed information concerning the town’s popula-
tion and local roads; he also served as his crew’s banker, accountant, and
railway agent, carrying cash in a small safe from which he paid his team.
He also kept track of every lithograph and sheet of paper received, where
posted and by whom, and the number of complimentary tickets issued to
people willing to have their buildings pasted. The contracting agent had
already arranged where this crew would eat breakfast and the number of
liverymen who would be assigned to take the billposters out on the country
roads along the specified route. Using this information, the boss billposter
divided his workers into groups which covered the town and rural routes.
These groups moved quickly, because they only had one day to blanket each
town and outlying areas. As Car Number Two rumbled to its destination,
billposters stood on platforms with armloads of circus handbills, bombard-
ing every small hamlet, farmhouse, or crossroads as they roared past.*®

While en route in the train at night, billposters prepared the sticky flour-
and-water-based paste which they used to put up the bills the next morning.
Wearing “pasty suits,” they boiled the paste in six big iron cans. On the road,
they used two to three barrels of flour in towns and five or six in big cities.
Each crew took several buckets of thick paste, to be diluted with water, and
was required to keep track of how much paste was used and the number of
bills posted. Car Number Two was outfitted with a shrill, piercing steam
whistle which the advance team blasted as a way to announce its arrival
in a new community.*® After breakfast in town, each bill posting-crew and
its liveryman rode into the countryside, searching for suitable pasting sites:
barns, stables, or shops. But they did not (usually) paste a building without
getting a written contract from its owner. In exchange for two to six compli-
mentary tickets to the upcoming circus, the property owner allowed circus
workers to cover his buildings with posters for a period of time specified by
the circus.’ Billposters often covered a spectacular breadth of territory; be-
fore the 1891 season, Forepaugh’s agents Geoffrey Robinson and Whiting
Allen posted circus bills atop Pike’s Peak at its pinnacle, an elevation of
14,110 feet!®

Billposters pasted approximately 5,000 lithographs per locality.®® The
Barnum & Bailey circus usually played for an entire month at Madison
Square Garden in New York City and in nearby Brooklyn; in 1893 the circus
plastered 27,110 sheets in New York City, including 9,525 on the railways,
and an additional 8,186 in surrounding cities.** Charles Theodore Murray
saw the advance men as magicians of sorts: “The circus bill-poster was a
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member of the Santa Claus family—coming from nowhere and vanishing
into nothing, but leaving the glowing traces of his visit in highly colored
pictorial illustrations that covered the dead walls in town and along the
country roads. Sometimes it was done in the night when we were in bed;
sometimes while we were at school. But I never succeeded in catching the
circus man in the act.”** A turn-of-the-century trade publication, Billboard
Advertising, observed that the circus was the first business in the United
States to master the use of the poster. Initially featuring just one color in
its antebellum days, each fin-de-siécle railroad circus poster contained at
least six or seven eye-catching colors. Some posters were designed as indi-
vidual puzzlelike pieces that formed a single giant banner when pasted to-
gether; one banner, comprising thirty-two posters, was reportedly some 70
feet long.*® In 1896 Ringling Bros. spent $128,000% for posters alone.*”

Months before Circus Day, the advance team transformed gray, weather-
beaten barns and dull, brick stores into a colorful frenzy of clowns, tigers,
semibare women, and elephants. Spectators knew far in advance that the
circus was coming, so they could make transportation and work-release ar-
rangements for the big day. In short, circus billposters marked the land-
scape, claimed it, and transformed it months before the actual onslaught of
crowds, tents, and animals.

Subsequent cars made certain that the upcoming show remained visible.
Cars Four and Six verified the arrangements made by the second car; re-
tracing the routes of their fellow workers, these advance men and billpost-
ers checked to see if bills had been defaced, destroyed by rain, or covered
by a rival or another advertiser. If a farmer or business owner violated the
terms of the bill-posting contract, the circus rescinded his ticket privileges.
Meanwhile, press agents (often ex-newspaper writers) confirmed previous
advertising arrangements with local newspapers and obtained permission
from the local drug or book store to sell tickets there on Circus Day. The
press agent from Car Number Two made the initial contracts with the
newspapers and submitted a different press release for each of the four or
five dailies in a town. (After the show, press agents often submitted faux
“reviews” of the show that were unflaggingly positive. These same “after-
blast” reviews —ostensibly written by a local reporter —appeared verbatim
at towns hundreds of miles apart.)*® Press agents also gave local report-
ers, policemen, and politicians complimentary tickets (“comps”) as a way
to generate positive press and to provide additional surveillance on Circus
Day.

Car Number Four publicized the upcoming production along the rural
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periphery, so that the most isolated audiences felt the circus’s reach. Called
the “excursion” car, Car Number Four traveled all railroad routes within
a fifty-mile radius of the circus stop. The billposters on this car covered
this area with bills advertising special train schedules and excursion rates.
The manager of the excursion car verified the arrangements for special rail
ticket prices and travel times that had been made earlier by the excursion
agent, who worked directly with railroad officials to make special travel ar-
rangements for circus audiences.’* Within a week or two of the production
date, Car Number Six finalized the arrangements and billing work done by
the previous cars and quickly remedied any gaps in press work or bill post-
ing.** After Car Number Six finished all remaining business, the circus was
ready to come to town.

THE CANVAS CITY

The “army” of canvasmen who erected and tore down the billowing canvas
tents was a crucial part of the total labor show. Audience members traveled
in horse-drawn wagons over miles of bumpy dirt road in predawn darkness
just to observe how circus workers (aided by horses and elephants) created
a magical, movable city on an empty lot (fig. 7). At the turn of the cen-
tury—an age of increased mechanization and de-skilling in the industrial
workplace —human and animal labor still performed virtually all the on-site
jobs, before gasoline-engine stake-drivers and other motorized machines
began replacing some of the human labor in 1910-20. The creation of the
tented city was a thrilling physical feat in which human labor functioned as
a seemingly seamless, corporate body.

Immediately after the circus trains arrived at the show grounds, the
boss canvasman, who directed the erection of the tents, scouted out the lot,
which occupied ten acres or so. He first decided where the big top should
stand, which determined the position of the other eleven tents. A group of
canvasmen used iron rods to mark the positions of the five center poles,
which would be the tent’s center of gravity, and then mapped the perimeter
of Barnum & Bailey’s 1894 big top—440 feet by 180 feet— with more rods,
topped with little flags, color-coded red or blue to identify each tent site.
Next, the boss canvasman and his crew marked the placement of the me-
nagerie tent, which was connected to the big top by a neck of canvas. The
perimeter of the menagerie— 360 feet by 160 feet—was identified by rods
topped by white flags. This process was completed in just eight minutes
from start to finish. The crew then quickly mapped out the placement of the
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Figure 7. “Elephant Laborer,” Barnum & Bailey, 1906. In addition to performing
tricks under the big top, elephants helped set up and tear down the canvas city.
(Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., B+B-N81-06-1-N)

dressing-room tent, two horse tents, the wardrobe tents, the sideshow tent,
the freaks” dressing-room tent, and several smaller tents for the blacksmith
shop, the repair shop, and so on. The canvasmen finished this whole job in
half an hour.*

Next, the boss canvasman directed the unloading of the stake and chain
wagons, the pole wagons, the canvas wagons, and other baggage wagons,
each drawn by four or six horses. He divided the eighty-five muscular men
who composed the “big top gang” into two groups, of which one laid the
stakes into the ground and the other handled the sledges. Each stake was
four to five feet long and two or three inches thick, and three-fourths of
its length had to be hammered into the ground. Using sledges with three-
foot handles and heads that weighed seventeen pounds, groups of about
seven men stood in a circle and took turns hammering each stake into the
ground, singing rhythmically as they worked. Each group had a leader who
initially tapped the stake into position (fig. 8). Meanwhile, groups of pole
riggers placed the tent’s center poles into position. Within forty-five min-
utes a whistle signaled that the stake drivers and pole riggers had finished,
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Figure 8. “Sledging Gang,” Barnum & Bailey, Brockton, Mass., 1903.

With near military precision, stake drivers singing sea shanties and other songs
rhythmically pounded into the ground the heavy stakes used to secure the fifty-foot center
poles. (Frederick Glasier Collection, neg. no. 1319; black-and-white photograph,
copy from glass plate negative, 10 X 8 in., museum purchase, Collection of
the John and Mable Museum. of Art Archives, Sarasota, Fla.)

and summoned additional groups of workingmen to help raise the poles.
The center poles (as well as the linchpin “king” pole) were raised with heavy
ropes attached to the stakes. In the middle of this process, other workers
started joining sections of canvas that would form the tent’s roof and side
walls. They lifted the canvas using horses, pulley blocks, and a complex ar-
ray of small side poles. By this time three huge cook wagons had arrived
at the site of their tent, and butchers began chopping 500 pounds of meat
into individual cutlets, while cooks prepared coffee and eggs. The working-
men raised all twelve tents by six o'clock in the morning —just two and a
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half hours after they had typically arrived. At that moment, a loud bell or
whistle alerted every circus worker that the dining tent was now open. Now
all wagons were stationed at their proper places. The empty field had been
transformed into a temporary canvas city.**

The complex disassembly process began immediately after the 8 pwm.
performance began. First, workingmen took down the menagerie tent. All
“cage stock” (animals not appearing in the big top) were loaded into cage
wagons and taken to the train. Concurrently, workmen lowered the open-
flame burners (called chandeliers) from the center poles and extinguished
all but one of the naphtha (petroleum) jets.** Then, all players appearing
in the “ethnological congress of strange and savage tribes” readied their
trunks and boxes to be loaded into the baggage wagon. Quickly the canvas-
men and pole-riggers disassembled and loaded the canvas side walls and
scores of side poles in different wagons, and finally, using pulley ropes,
lowered the five center poles and separated the 40,000 feet of billowing
canvas into six units. Twenty workingmen were on hand to load the heavy
canvas and center poles into specially designed wagons. This complicated
process, involving dozens of workers, each performing a specific job, took
approximately thirty-one minutes.** Meanwhile, upwards of 10,000 people
sat under the big top, unaware that the tented city was being swiftly disas-
sembled as they enjoyed the evening program.

The members of the transportation, or railroad, gang (also known as
polers, or polemen) were busy soon after their evening meal. They loaded
the wagons in the order in which they were to be used the following day,
beginning with the bulky cook wagon. Working by lantern light under the
direction of a boss transportation man, the railroad gang ran wagons up
two inclined planes that were each thirty-five feet long, four inches thick,
and sixteen inches wide, with four-inch guards on either side. From there,
the gang rolled each wagon into position on a specific flatcar. Then another
group of workers, the “razorbacks” (from “raise your backs!”), secured the
wagons and cages into position atop the flatcars. The railroad gang and
razorbacks quickly loaded the canvas, poles, stakes, cook tent apparatus, and
200 stock horses, so that the first section of the train could pull away by
12:15 A.M., carrying 300 sleeping cooks, tent polers, stake drivers, butchers,
and others, who were the first circus workers to awake the next morning.
Simultaneously, other transportation crews loaded the remaining two sec-
tions of the train. The second section contained the ring stock, the wardrobe
wagon, and all the seating apparatus for the big top. Scores of animal men
and grooms slept in this section. The third section held the elephant cars
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and four sleepers, as well as the proprietor’s private car, and the cars for the
big-top artists, the freaks, and the ethnological congress. By 1 a.m., all three
sections had departed for the next town. Three hours later, the working-
men who were asleep on the first section would arise for another day with
the circus.*’

Audiences enjoyed the spectacle of human and animal labor so thor-
oughly that many were willing to pay for the opportunity to see it. As far
back as the 1850s, impresarios capitalized on this fascination by instituting
the after-show “concert,” which immediately followed the evening perfor-
mance. At the turn of the century, the size and scale of the circus’s logisti-
cal operations made the concert a big draw. Impresarios charged spectators
twenty-five cents, ostensibly to watch minstrel acts or Wild West stunts,
but the real show was the workingmen bustling around, moving animals,
equipment, and tearing down adjacent tents.

The train, or “iron horse,” was an essential player in the circus labor per-
formance. Its physical presence, the circus notwithstanding, was also a form
of spectacle, from its earliest years in the 1820s to its explosive expansion
in the Gilded Age. The earliest memory for Al Rosboro, a ninety-year-old
ex-slave in the late 1930s, was of the construction of the railroad in White
Oak, South Carolina, and the arrival of the town’s first train: “When de fust
engine come through, puffin’ and tootin,’ lak to scare 'most everybody to
death. People got used to it but de mules and hosses of old marster seem
lak they never did. A train of cars a movin’ "long is still de grandest sight to
my eyes in de world. Excite me more now than greyhound busses, or air-
planes in de sky”*® Laura Ingalls Wilder recalled —with terror—her first
encounter with a train as she and her family waited at the depot on the wide
prairie of Tracy, Minnesota, in 1879:

They could not talk very well, because all the time they were waiting,
and listening for the train. At long last, Mary said she thought she heard
it. Then Laura heard a faint, faraway hum. Her heart beat so fast that
she could hardly listen to Ma. . . . The train was coming, louder. . .. The
engine’s round front window glared in the sunshine like a huge eye. The
smokestack flared upward to a wide top, and black smoke rolled up from
it. A sudden streak of white shot up through the smoke, then the whistle
screamed a long wild scream. The roaring thing came rushing straight at
them all, swelling bigger and bigger, enormous, shaking everything with
noise. . . . Then the worst was over. It had not hit them; it was roaring by
them on thick big wheels. Bumps and crashes ran along the freight cars
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and flat cars and they stopped moving. The train was there, and they had
to get into it.*”

As the most far-flung reminder of the industrial society, the roaring train
reordered the American landscape. Thousands of railroad workers tunneled
out mountain passes with pick axes and dynamite, built towering bridges,
and filled gorges with dirt to enable the train’s movement with 165,000
miles of track by 1890.

In addition to its awesome physical presence, the train turned the
pastoral circus into an enormous industrial amusement, with an elaborate
division of labor and a disciplined, time-bound industrial work ethic. The
historian E. P. Thompson has analyzed how the advent of machines in
eighteenth-century England created a regimented, fiercely extractive
workplace where time became a form of currency, something to be “spent,”
not “passed.”*® The train engendered a similar transformation at the circus
workplace by essentially “speeding up” and specializing the labor process
through a new dependency on railroad timetables. As mentioned earlier,
trains enabled circus proprietors to expand their operations dramatically
after the Civil War, once the railroad industry standardized its gauge and
completed the first transcontinental railroad in 1869. Showmen made train
travel more efficient for their circuses by building special flatcars from
which they could easily load and unload wagons of ring stock, menagerie
animals, and supplies.

Not only did the train discipline the circus, it also standardized the na-
tion’s sense of time. As travel by train became commoner after the Civil
War, railroad managers became frustrated by the absence of uniform time
zones across the nation. Each town kept its own clock: when the sun crawled
directly overhead, church bells rang and townspeople adjusted their time-
pieces accordingly to twelve o’clock, high noon. Railway companies were
unable to enforce punctual arrival and departure times because people’s
measure of time differed from town to town. Consequently, in 1883, the rail-
road business unilaterally—without seeking federal legislation—divided
the nation into four time zones, thereby unifying the nation’s perception of
time, space, and place.*

Time-consciousness pervaded all aspects of the railroad circus. Even
the peppy brass big-top band instilled labor discipline. Under the big top,
each circus act was carefully scripted to music. Performers knew exactly
when they were to enter the ring, based on precise musical cues. Similarly,
laborers worked quickly to meet each day’s grueling railroad schedule. Yet
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paradoxically, for circus audiences, Circus Day was all about the suspension
of time, when daily routines came grinding to a halt. The colorful panoply
of foreign animals and human performers seemingly compressed time and
space when the entire world appeared on Main Street. Inside the crowded
tents, time also seemed in abeyance as spectators tried to comprehend three
rings, two stages, and an outer hippodrome track of constant, relentless
activity.

“RAGGED BARNUNM” AND OTHER
CAPTAINS OF THE CIRCUS INDUSTRY

Like other turn-of-the-century capitalists, circus owners vigorously par-
ticipated in perpetuating the popular American ideal of the self-made man.
P. T. Barnum, James A. Bailey, William F. Cody, and the five Ringling
brothers all came from modest means; most floated around a number of dif-
ferent occupations before entering the amusement business; and each man’s
success was the product of luck as well as pluck. These impresarios claimed
that their own humble backgrounds augmented their productions’ good
character —even though their success was often predicated upon exaggera-
tion and hoaxes.

This popular “rags to riches” mythology flowered during the Gilded
Age. From the 1860s until his death in 1899, Horatio Alger wrote over a
hundred popular novels featuring the exploits of poor, deserving boys who
rose from unfortunate circumstances through hard work and help from re-
spectable members of society. The steel magnate Andrew Carnegie inter-
preted his own rise from modest circumstances to great wealth as the result
of prudence and perseverance. Yet paradoxically, long-term economic up-
heaval severely tested the ideal of the “self~-made man” at the same historical
moment when this myth became most visible in American culture. In the
twenty years following the market crash of 1873, business failure rates in
the United States reached around 95 percent.”* Working conditions were
brutal in the new industries: between 1890 and 1917, about 72,000 railroad
workers were killed on the job and 2 million injured.”* Industrial workers
in the Knights of Labor and rural populists in the Farmers” Alliance and
People’s Party rejected the prevailing social Darwinism of Herbert Spencer
and William Graham Sumner in favor of building “cooperative common-
wealths” that would protect individual liberty through collective action.
Their social movements advocated mutuality in an age when individual
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farmers and workers had become increasingly vulnerable to the impersonal
vagaries of the industrial marketplace.

In contrast to this ethos of mutuality, P. T. Barnum stressed individual
initiative throughout his career. Born in 1810 to a large, old family from Be-
thel, Connecticut, Barnum began working as a clerk in a country store at
fifteen to support his family after his father died. Over the next two decades,
Barnum ran several lotteries and gained notoriety in the amusement and
museum business with hoaxes such as those of Joice Heth, an elderly former
slave billed as the 161-year-old nurse of George Washington, and the Feejee
Mermaid, a shriveled fish corpse with monkey parts attached to it.** From
1841 to 1865 Barnum created several American celebrities, specifically the
midget couple Tom Thumb and Lavinia Warren, and the opera star Jenny
Lind, the “Swedish Nightingale.”*® First published in 1854, Barnum’s auto-
biography, Life of P. T. Barnum, was a hugely popular rags-to-riches story
that began with the American arrival of Barnum’s seventeenth-century an-
cestor, Thomas Barnum, an indentured servant. In tandem with the Ameri-
can Museum, the autobiography helped make Barnum rich enough to pro-
vide most of the funding needed (approximately $320,000)** to create his
Great Traveling Museum, Menagerie, Caravan and Hippodrome (1871) with
his partners Dan Castello and W. C. Coup, who provided the rest of the
initial capitalization.”® After becoming a circus owner, Barnum carried thou-
sands of copies of his autobiography for sale at the show grounds, and when
his new circus commenced rail travel in 1872 Barnum designated certain
railroad cars just to carry piles of his book.’® In his writings and speeches,
Barnum highlighted his own background as ample proof that individuals
could rise above unfortunate circumstances without state-sponsored assis-
tance. Until the eve of the Civil War, Barnum was an enthusiastic Jack-
sonian Democrat who supported open markets and briefly owned slaves
before eventually supporting abolitionism.”” Free competition had always
been lucrative for Barnum, because his public squabbles with his rivals—
notably the white elephant war with his competitor Adam Forepaugh in
1884 —only increased his notoriety.*®

Barnum was also a vigorous reformer. A devout Universalist and tem-
perance advocate, Barnum subscribed to the notions of human perfectibility
that bloomed during the Second Great Awakening. Press agents echoed this
gospel of self-discipline and self-improvement: “This man started out with-
out a cent . . . [and] worked himself up, step by step, leap by leap . . . until
he stands . . . without a rival, one of the richest men in the country ... [h]e
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is restless, earnest determined, industrious, zealous.”*® Barnum’s empha-
sis on self-discipline drew him to the temperance cause, a social movement
led in part by bourgeois business owners who were alarmed by sluggish,
drunken behavior in the workplace, where employees took frequent “grog”
breaks that sabotaged productivity. After witnessing drunken behavior in
Saratoga in 1847, Barnum drained his liquor cabinet permanently. He ex-
plained his actions in his autobiography: “I felt that I had now a duty to
perform—to save others, as I had been saved, and on the very morning
when I signed the pledge [of temperance], I obtained over twenty signa-
tures in Bridgeport. I talked temperance to all whom I met, and very soon
commenced lecturing upon the subject in the adjacent towns and villages.
I spent the entire winter and spring of 1851-1852 in lecturing free, through
my native State, always traveling at my own expense, and I was glad to
know that I aroused many hundreds, perhaps thousands, to the importance
of the temperance reform.”®® As a museum proprietor, Barnum produced
several temperance dramas, including “The Drunkard.” He lobbied vigor-
ously for the Maine Laws in 1850 and continued to press for temperance
legislation when he was elected to public office in the 1860s and 1870s. Bar-
num'’s focus on temperance and human perfectibility carried over into the
administration of his circus, for he allowed no drinking or gambling among
his employees. Barnum’s crusade for human perfectibility also influenced
his promotion of the circus as a pedagogical entertainment that could im-
prove its audiences.

The life of P. T. Barnum’s circus partner, James A. Bailey, was a variation
of the rags-to-riches narrative. Born on July 4, 1847, in Detroit as James A.
McGinnis, Bailey lost both his parents by the time he was eight years old.
Although his mother left approximately $20,000 for the care of her seven
children,” “Jimmy” was constantly beaten by his eldest sister and guardian,
Catharine, and at eleven he ran away. Later, he privately recalled his child-
hood to his brother-in-law Joseph McCaddon: “Instead of being treated as
a ward for whom considerable provisions were made, I was made to work
like a dog, and on the least provocation was whipped. My sister had boys of
about my own age, and for their misdeeds I was punished. . .. I was worked
so hard that I was always late at school, so I was continually being punished
after school; and then for being late in getting home I was whipped again.
I stood that treatment until I was about eleven years old.”*

Jimmy’s escape from his violent family eventually led him to the circus,
a free space, where he felt safe. He came of age immersed in the outfit's
daily operations. From the age of thirteen until his death forty-six years
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later, Bailey worked at a circus, first as a billposter on the advance adver-
tising team with Robinson and Lake’s circus. Jimmy A. McGinnis became
James A. Bailey after he adopted the surname of Robinson and Lake’s ad-
vance agent, Fred H. Bailey. James Bailey’s diary chronicled how the bulk of
the labor fell upon him as the junior employee. “Sunday, August 30, 1863: in
Grayville [1llinois?7] Stevens was so sick that he could not do any work I had
to put up the bills all alone in Albion i put up the bills And in Olney stevens
and Mr. Bailey went to the show and left me to do the [ 7 I put up
a part of the bills up that night and put the rest up the next Morning be-
fore breakfast. J.B. Monday, August 81: James Bailey put up the Bills alone.
Tuesday, September 1: James Bailey put up the Bills alone. September 2:
Mr. Stevens and Bailey gone to the show. i put up bills. James Bailey.”

Bailey’s early work with the circus familiarized him with all angles of
its operation. McCaddon observed, “In the beginning of his career, he had
driven over the roads of all the midwest and southern states, year after year
... in advance of the old-fashioned wagon shows . . . and he would familiar-
ize himself with junctional points, distances, [and] the chief industries or
products.”** Armed with intimate knowledge of the circus, Bailey later acted
unilaterally, meddling and unable to relinquish his authority. He frequently
threatened workers with “instant dismissal” and bristled when challenged.
McCaddon noted that employees had to “learn to obey orders. If he directs
you to post a bill upside down, be sure you understand correctly and don’t
argue about it.” % Bailey’s tight-fisted, autocratic efficiency was a stark con-
trast to the Barnum’s savvy for publicity. While Barnum attracted audiences
through public spectacles as a politician, reformer, writer, and promoter of
celebrities and hoaxes, Bailey remained invisible, choosing to absorb him-
self in single-handed management of his circuses—down to the smallest
detail.

Press agents praised Bailey’s self-discipline. Accordingly, Bailey “made
himself great,” possessing “tremendous energy,” working since boyhood,
“with the untiring tenacity and ambition which later characterized his en-
tire career.”®® Other newspaper articles observed that “[Bailey] Likes His
Work More than Anything Else.”®” Yet Bailey’s bitter past with his bio-
logical family left him brittle and cold to his partners and employees, and
it undoubtedly contributed to a nervous breakdown which took him away
from the circus in 1886—87. Even his partner P. T. Barnum addressed him
as “Mr. Bailey”®® When an earlier circus partnership, Cooper and Bailey,
lost money while performing in Argentina in 1878, Bailey decided to “red-
light” (i.e. desert) his workers by stranding them in Buenos Aires without
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pay or transportation back to the United States. Among the workers he
red-lighted were his brother-in-law and Cooper’s young nephew!®°

Bailey disliked the masses that thronged into his circuses, even though
programs ballyhooed Bailey’s three-ring circus as a quintessentially “demo-
cratic” amusement that appealed to “all classes.” Bailey yearned to pro-
duce an elite and “tasteful” one-ring, European-style circus that would at-
tract “higher class” urban patrons. Before his death, Bailey planned with
McCaddon to open such a one-ring “Big City Circus” that would celebrate
individual artists, consequently avoiding the “mechanical sameness” of the
contemporary three-ring railroad production. McCaddon later recalled the
defining features of their proposed circus:

The circus delux must be a place of beauty and thrills. . . . No more
meaningless advertising street parades. . . . No more cheap side shows,
or concerts, or peddling of toy balloons and other cheap articles to the
annoyance of patrons. No more menagerie of drowsy animals in narrow
cages, dimly lighted. . . . The New Circus, in lieu of the old style me-
nagerie will have the first tent devoted to an exhibition of animals, all
highly trained . .. that will later be seen in the arena. There may also be
strange and curious living freaks, attractive illusions and other interest-
ing exhibits. . . . The New Circus will be in smaller tents, water proof,
more compact, comfortably seated. . . . Reserved numbered chairs and
private box seats may be purchased by diagram from one to two weeks
in advance, so patrons may avoid the pushing crowds.”

Bailey planned to eliminate mass audiences by making tickets prohibi-
tively expensive for the “pushing crowds” who flocked to his three-ring out-
fit. Yet he died in 1906, before he could make his exclusive, urban circus a
reality. In general, Bailey’s abusive childhood and virtual lifetime immersion
in the circus business shaped his rigid and taciturn style of management
which helped create an efficient— yet occasionally resistant—workforce.

William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody also crafted a narrative of individual ini-
tiative and self-improvement. According to Joy Kasson, “Cody was a Gilded
Age businessman who loved to portray himself as a rags-to-riches hero.”™
Like Barnum, Cody created a profitable public image centered around hard
work and colorful exploits. Cody also used the language of uplift to char-
acterize his Wild West, but did so in ways that departed from Barnum’s
emphasis on individual propriety and proper domesticity. Buffalo Bill’s
“mission” emphasized American Indian cultural preservation and gender
equality —both of which were strands of contemporary social reform. Cody

56 L Spectacular Labor ]



marketed his own experiences on the trans-Mississippi West as an example
of romantic heroism, adventure, and upward mobility on the democratic
frontier. But one should also bear in mind that he epitomized the flip side of
the western success story: even though his Wild West outfit made him rich,
he experienced tremendous financial failure with speculative boondoggles
in gold mines and mineral springs.

Cody loomed large as a central character in his production. Although
poorly educated as a boy, he wrote four autobiographies and made several
movies, such as “The Battle of Wounded Knee,” produced by the Colonel
W. F. Cody Historical Pictures Company. Born in 1846 on the eastern edge
of the trans-Mississippi West in Iowa, the youthful Cody was a messenger
for a freight company that eventually ran the pony express and later served
in the 7th Kansas regiment, drove a stage coach, and hunted thousands of
buffalo (hence his nickname) in order to feed the hungry crews laying the
track for the Kansas Pacific railroad. In 1868 Cody was hired as chief of
scouts for the 5th Cavalry. He became an actor in the 1870s, and participated
in what Kasson calls “plains showmanship”: buffalo hunts, feats of marks-
manship, and horse races.”” In 1883 he opened his Wild West. With long
silver hair, a clipped goatee, a cowboy hat, and a leather coat, Cody had an
appearance that reinforced his image as a “real” western icon. Moreover,
Cody and his partner, the actor Nate Salsbury, hired hundreds of Native
American players, including at least one famous chief each year beginning
with Sitting Bull in 1885, and a stream of cowboys and cowgirls, notably
Johnny Baker and Annie Oakley.”

Like other Gilded Age showmen, Cody credited his success to hard work.
He was a virtual whirlwind of capitalist promotion. In letters to his family,
“excuse haste” was a constant refrain, as he apologized for his perpetual
busyness. He was involved in dozens of risky ventures—from gold mines
in Arizona to a proposed scheme to turn the Grand Canyon into an exotic
game park. Despite his volatile financial decisions, Cody maintained his
Alger-like optimism that hard work would lead to financial success.

Cody mandated discipline and sobriety for all employees: “And I will have
no one with me that’s liable to let whiskey get away with him in this busi-
ness a man /must be perfectly reliable and sober” (emphasis in original).™ Yet
Cody battled the bottle throughout his career. In 1905 he wrote to his favor-
ite sister, Julia, that he had rejected liquor through his faith in God: “And
I realize how easy it is to abandon sin and Serve him. . . . Through this
knowledge I have quit drinking entirely. And quit doing rash things simply
by Controling my pasions.””® Employees remembered that Cody constantly
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“downed one tumbler after another of his high potency mixture” on the
show grounds, but that he never even appeared “tipsy.” ™ Yet his alcoholism,
coupled with bad financial investments, eventually undermined the stability
of his Wild West—his one profitable venture. When Cody died in 1917, his
Wild West show had changed ownership several times and he had only a
nominal monetary interest in the outfit.”

Cody’s actual relationship to the western frontier that he so successfully
recreated in the ring was ambivalent. He advertised his production as a
glimpse at a “vanishing” way of life and mourned the “disappearance” of the
trans-Mississippi West and its chief human artifact, the American Indian,
as casualties of Euroamerican expansion. Yet he helped hasten industrial
development and settlement through his participation in the building of a
transcontinental railroad, and he vigorously plugged settlement and de-
velopment of Wyoming, his adopted home state. He garnered federal sub-
sidies for the construction of an automobile and horse-stage line from Cody,
Wyoming, to Yellowstone National Park, schemed to turn a local hot
springs into a mineral spa (to “advertise the state”), built the Irma Hotel
in Cody to promote tourism, ran a local newspaper, Cody Enterprise, and
planned to build the Cody Military College, or International Academy of
Rough Riders, in Wyoming. In a letter to a member of the State Land Board,
Cody wrote, “I am working for Wyoming all the time.””®

Cody’s reformist beliefs shaped the content of his productions. Elected to
the Nebraska state legislature in 1872, he advocated women'’s suffrage and
the rights of working women. Cody’s Wild West exhibited several female
sharpshooters, most famously Annie Oakley, who worked there for seven-
teen years beginning in 1885. And he used show programs as a platform to
express his political views on subjects ranging from western expansion to
women’s rights:

You take a single woman earning her living in a city and the average man
looks at her suspiciously if he hears that she lives alone. That makes me
tired. A woman who is capable of financiering for herself is capable of
taking care of her morals, and if she wants to take an apartment and live
alone where she can do her work more quietly, or have things her own
way when she comes from business, she has just as much right to do so
as a bachelor. If a woman is a good woman she will remain good alone; if
she is bad, being surrounded and overlooked, and watched and guarded,
and chaperoned by a hundred old women in a boarding house won’t make
her good. This applies to society women as well as to working women.”
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Cody’s relationship with Native American was conceptually inconsis-
tent. He publicly supported the rights of American Indians, although he had
helped decimate the Plains Indians’ chief food source, the buffalo. Cody pro-
vided a good income for hundreds of Indian employees, particularly refu-
gees from the massacre at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1890, yet these
actors were hired to play roles that reinforced stereotypes of Native Ameri-
can “savagery.”’®® Cody attempted to use his Wild West to help preserve
Native American cultures at a time when the Bureau of Indian Affairs and
reformers were mandating wholesale assimilation. Cody argued that efforts
by the bureau to prevent Native Americans from earning an “honest dollar”
at Wild West shows constituted virtual “imprisonment” on their reserva-
tions: “the Indians are becomeing restless cooped up on their reservations.
And if they are not allowed some liberty they will sooner or later give our
frontier people trouble.”®" Cody also publicly exhorted all Native Americans
to engage in agricultural cultivation as a way to prevent their “extinction”:
“But now, with the abundant acres of land that his white conquerors, with
great justice, have allotted to him in the shape of reservations . . . [hle
now finds that fences are to be made, ground broken up, seed planted. . . .
[He must] follow in fact, what he has often claimed in desire and spirit to
follow, ‘the white man’s road.””®* As a showman and capitalist, Cody made
contradictory claims, asserting that Native Americans could “uplift” them-
selves through assimilation, while at the same time protesting that they
were “cooped up” on reservations.

The Ringling brothers also used the myth of individual mobility to ex-
plain their meteoric rise in the circus business. Their identity as a family
operation shaped their management structure and their “wholesome,” “Sun-
day School” reputation. Resonating with Gilded Age industrialists, the
Ringlings freely attributed their self-made millions to hard work and indi-
vidual volition. Alf T. Ringling, who managed the press department, fash-
ioned the brothers” autobiography as a self-improvement tale, breathlessly
describing the boys” meteoric rise from modest means to great wealth:*

They had attained these results by years of patient labor, by many hours
of thoughtful counsel, by careful conservative means, by dint of the great-
est individual and collective exertion, and by the steadfast, unwavering
determination to have the greatest tented exposition in America. Dur-
ing their early career they had passed through storms that threatened
their hopes with destruction. They had gone through danger and had
experienced all of the vicissitudes that befall those who embark in great
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and enormous undertakings. . . . But when others were giving up the
struggle under such adversities, the Ringling Bros. would summon up
all their strength. Their motto was never to stop moving, to keep their
show going.®*

The Ringling brothers’ actual background substantiated their claims. Al,
Otto, Alf, Charles, and John Ringling were the sons of an itinerant immi-
grant German harness maker, August Riingeling (who later Anglicized the
family name). The father worked throughout the Midwest before settling
in Baraboo, Wisconsin, in the 1870s with his wife, Salomé, and their eight
children. Living in McGregor, Iowa, from 1862 to 1871, the five boys were
inspired in 1869 to start a circus when they saw the John Stowe & Company
circus and its unusual (for its day) Appaloosa horses. Andrew Gaffney, a
performer with the circus, gave the Ringlings a complimentary family show
pass after August repaired Gaffney’s leather props free of charge because
Gaffney was a local.*® The Ringling boys quickly fashioned a “concert com-
pany” comprising panoramic (pictorial) comedy sketches and charged their
youthful audiences “ten pins” (literally straight pins) instead of cash.*® In
1879 Al worked part time as a juggler and acrobat, in addition to steadier
employment as a carriage trimmer.”” Three years later the brothers began
performing a blend of blackface minstrelsy, comic skits, dance, songs, and
juggling routines in hall shows around Wisconsin as the Ringling Brothers’
Classic and Comic Concert Company. Facing blizzards, clems (fights), and
sometimes no business at all, the brothers experienced rough times during
these early years of touring. At one Wisconsin town, lead miners staged
a wrestling match on the outskirts that drew away nearly the entire audi-
ence: only a handful of boys and the janitor attended the show that night.*®
Still, the Ringling brothers accumulated approximately $1,000 to $1,200 by
1884, enough to expand their operations.*® They hired the veteran showman
Yankee Robinson to form Yankee Robinson and Ringling Brothers Great
Double Shows for their inaugural season under canvas. Robinson, sixty-six,
died that same season, but the brothers plowed on.°° In contrast to P. T. Bar-
num, who financed his own entrance into the circus industry, the Ringlings
during the early years financed their circus with a series of small, promptly
paid bank loans of as little as $20 at a time.*" As their operations grew
(particularly once they began buying other outfits), they borrowed more
money, taking out a $77,000 loan®® in 1905 from a local bank.** By 1907 the
Ringling Bros. circus owned Barnum & Bailey’s Greatest Show on Earth, in
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addition to several other circuses, making the Ringlings the most powerful
circus showmen in the United States.

Throughout their careers, the Ringlings capitalized upon every aspect of
their business as “proper,” as proof of their own self-discipline. The broth-
ers’ autobiography solemnly professed: “It is said of the Ringling Bros.
that in all their association with each other not one unkind word has ever
passed between them. Certain it is that not one of their hundreds of employ-
ees can name an instance that would contradict the assertion, and none of
the brothers remembers an occasion where friction has occurred between
them.”** Alf T. Ringling attributed the circus’s moral code to the brothers’
having run the show. As part of this familial ethos, the brothers did not sign
official contracts with one another, relying instead on blood loyalty. They
also split all profits equally among themselves.”” In some ways, their family
circus was evocative of an idealized pastoral social order, where families,
not strangers, labored together. Otto handled the finances. John managed
the routing and transportation arrangements. Alf T. ran the press depart-
ment and made certain that the circus was prominently featured in local
newspapers. Al was the equestrian director, choosing acts for the big top
and sideshow, and deciding the order of the program. Lastly, Charles was
in charge of advertising the circus. To the end of his life each brother ran
a critical part of the overall operation, which magnified the circus’s clean
family name.®® Yet by the 1930s, the brothers’ survivors had disintegrated
into permanent, bitter factions.””

Because the brothers prohibited graft, games of chance, and insobriety
wholesale, they began calling themselves a “New School of American Show-
men” in 1891. By 1894 press agents had adopted the more familiar “Sun-
day School” moniker.”® As a “Sunday School” outfit, Ringling Bros. ensured
that its contracts contained strict rules of conduct,’® and it hired Pinkerton
detective agents to enforce its upright environment.””® E. E. MacGilvra, a
rancher from Montana, knew the Ringlings as a child in Baraboo: “They
were fine fellows. They carried their own police force, their own detective
force. I can remember as a kid standing along side the ticket wagon and
watching these farmers come in, you know, big families and all excited and
everybody tugging at papa’s coattail or mama’s skirts and he’s up there try-
ing to buy tickets. He’d turn around and leave, maybe without picking up
his change, but there was always a detective there to grab him and say, ‘Here
mister, you pick up your change, we won’t touch it. That’s the kind of outfit

» 101

they ran.

L Spectacular Labor ] 61



In some respects, it is curious that Barnum, Bailey, Cody, and the Ring-
lings marketed themselves as taciturn models of self-discipline and fru-
gality when their productions ballyhooed excess. (Indeed, in Ragged Dick
(1868), Horatio Alger included Barnum’s Museum as part of the “tip-top”
world of “low” amusements that drained Dick’s scant income from boot-
blacking; only when Dick stopped going to Barnum’s and the Bowery,
opened a bank account, saved his money, took regular baths, and dressed

neatly did he begin to succeed.)'®® Advertisements for the railroad circus

)102
trumpeted its extravagance: its splendid cacophony of three rings, two
stages—all “too big to see at once”—and its dizzying array of people and
animals. Route books and newspaper articles raved about profligate con-
sumers on Circus Day who spent their hard-earned cash on ephemeral
stuff—cotton candy fluff, pink lemonade, games of chance, and sideshow
displays—even though the circus itself was a well-oiled model of human
(and animal) discipline, set to music, that incited its audiences to behave in

decidedly undisciplined ways.

LABOR AND HIERARCHY

The social structure of the railroad circus was built upon an occupational
hierarchy akin to a caste system, in which musicians ate and slept with mu-
sicians, and candy “butchers” with candy butchers. An outfit’s size magnified
this caste system and ultimately made the labor process more efficient. At
big railroad circuses, often workers barely saw one another because they
traveled and performed their duties at different times of the day. As we
have already seen, advance men traveled several weeks before the actual
show; tent polers, transportation men, railroad gangs, and other working-
men arrived at the grounds several hours before the performers and pre-
pared for departure while the evening big-top show still played. Al Mann,
a Wild West concert rider with the Ringling Bros. in 1923, and his wife,
Irene Mann, a trick roper, rider, and aerialist, observed this social system
in action. Both knew few sideshow acts, because the big-top and sideshow
players worked at opposite ends of the show grounds. Consequently, ac-
cording to Al, they “didn’t go up there and hang around.”'* Because work-
ers spent a great deal of time with people performing the same labor, they
forged close bonds within their given occupation, which, in turn, further
reinforced the division of labor at the circus.

The geography of the grounds enhanced the hierarchy. In the dining
tent, canvas side walls ran down the center, dividing the tent into two sec-
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tions with two separate entrances. Owners, managers, and performers in the
principal big-top acts sat on the right side of the partition, while laborers
sat on the left. In both areas, tables were arranged to reflect the hierarchy.
The owner’s table was at the front of the tent, followed by show man-
agers and star acts. Secondary players sat in the back of the tent.'”* Each
occupation had its own table: ushers and ticket sellers, different groups of
band musicians, Wild West actors, sideshow players, and so on. The bands
were divided into a descending hierarchy comprising the big-top band, the
after-show concert band, and the sideshow band, also called the “nig show”
because African American musicians worked in it.**® Each worker was as-
signed a specific seat at his or her occupational table. One waiter served
approximately twenty-four people.'®

Designated by job, race, and sex, sleeping arrangements on the circus
train further augmented the occupational hierarchy. The advance cars,
which traveled independently weeks before the departure of the actual cir-
cus train, housed only male workers. The floor plan of the advance cars
reinforced the hierarchy within the advance team itself: billposters slept
together in separate berths in a communal area of the car and shared a bath-
room. The head advance staff and additional professional management staff
shared a stateroom containing a desk, a safe, a sofa that could be extended
into a double berth, an upper berth, and a private bathroom."””

In the circus train itself, single male and female employees occupied
separate Pullman cars, while married couples slept in the same car, either
together or in different berths, depending on the size of the berths. Star big-
top acts and managers were privileged enough to sleep in spacious state-
rooms. Fred Bradna, an acrobat, rider, and later the equestrian director for
the Ringling Bros. circus in 1915, and his acrobatic equestrienne wife, Ella,
fondly remembered the day they moved into a stateroom:

No one can realize, unless he and his wife have spent every night of their
married life in an upper and a lower berth, the feeling of release, of ex-
hilarated spaciousness, resulting from removal to a stateroom with twin
beds instead of bunks, windows to curtain, a bath and, most wonderful
of all, privacy. I carried Ella over the doorsill of this, our first home. She
wept when her trunk was hauled in and the delivery boy asked, “Where
shall I put it?” Imagine such capaciousness that there was more than one
place to put a comb and brush, let alone a trunk! She rushed downtown
the next day, and returned with curtain materials, needles and thread,
paint and brushes. For half a morning she walked about, actually able
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to take five steps in any direction without stumbling over something or

someone, babbling to herself in her happiness.**®

Sleeping assignments within the cars were an index of occupational
status. Fred Bradna noted that after eight years of trouping, he and Ella no
longer had to sleep over the wheels in the married couple’s car. By 1911 they
had “moved up” to the center of the car, where the ride was smoother."”®
If the circus possessed more than twenty cars, then the show might have
an “owner’s car,” usually the train’s last car, which was elegantly appointed
with staterooms, private bathrooms, and a spacious dining area. In contrast,
workingmen slept in densely packed bunks or hammocks, often converted
from day coaches. Laborers also slept in stock cars or on flats, close to the
areas in which they worked. The elephant men, for instance, slept in a nar-
row space above their animals, which meant that they were with them vir-
tually nonstop. In 1895 some 300 Barnum & Bailey laborers occupied three
sleeping cars that were each designed to hold fifty to sixty people, or half the
number of people actually sleeping there. Not surprisingly, these crowded
quarters were potentially dangerous. In 1884 sleeping quarters for the male
laborers were so cramped on the Orton Brothers’ circus train that bunks
were erected in front of the doors once they were closed for the night. When
a trash can started burning one night, sixty men were trapped inside the
burning car— the only exit point was a tiny window at the front of the car,
and at least eight men died."°

Ballet girls, like male laborers, lived in congested conditions on the train.
The Single Ladies Car (commonly called the “virgins’ car” by circus work-
ers) often held four berths per section, although each section was designed
to contain just two berths. Tiny Kline, a Barnum & Bailey ballet girl in
1916, recalled that women occupying the upper berths all wore pajamas to
bed because none could execute the bodily contortions needed to wiggle in
and out of the cramped quarters in a nightgown without exposing herself."
The lavatories in this car had no walls; show managers had them removed
to prevent workers from monopolizing the bathrooms. The porteress kept a
vigilant eye on the lavatory and made certain that passengers did not wash
their bodies below the neck and arms. (Performers would have the opportu-
nity for a full body bath once they reached the dressing tent before the first
show each day: they braced themselves clean using buckets of icy water.)"
To maintain order, a monitor was stationed at each car —male or female de-
pending upon the passengers. Four washbasins were positioned at each end
of the car, and each person had one hook in a giant closet for hanging his or
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her clothes. Everyone was required to tip the car porter twenty-five cents
a week; the porter polished shoes every day, took care of the laundry once
a week, and cleaned the berths."?

Circus workers maintained and policed the caste hierarchy among them-
selves. Employees often treated top players with deference. Josephine De-
Mott Robinson, a star bareback rider from the 1880s to the 1920s, wrote
that a female performer’s spot in the women’s dressing room reflected her
importance within the show. In the days before electricity, Robinson’s dress-
ing area was directly under a chandelier, the brightest area in the dim tent."**
Photographs of the star aerialist Lillian Leitzel from the 1920s reveal a
scene of even greater privilege: a maid primps Leitzel’s hair and makeup in
a private dressing tent, nicely appointed with chintz-covered chairs, a table
with linen, and fresh flowers."?

In the big-top dressing tents, trunks sat in the same place throughout the
show season, arranged end to end in four straight rows. The location of each
trunk revealed a performer’s position in the hierarchy. In the women'’s big-
top dressing tent, the first row was the most spacious and private position
in the tent, indicating where the star players —usually bareback riders and
aerialists—dressed. Trunks positioned further down this “queen’s row” and
into the second and third rows belonged to women with less status. Finally,
the lowest members of the female hierarchy —ballet girls, statue girls, and
performers in other secondary acts—had their trunks placed in the fourth
row, set against the outer side wall of the tent, where they were exposed to
constant foot traffic and to the wind and rain that often seeped through the
tent. Male players’ trunks were also positioned to reflect their status. In the
men’s dressing tent, clowns (with the exception of those who were famous)
generally received the least desirable place to dress."

A worker’s wages reflected his or her position within the circus caste sys-
tem. Not surprisingly, those who received the most deference were among
the best paid, while the large team of roustabouts lived in crowded train cars
and were paid the lowest wages at the show (fig. 9). All circus employees re-
ceived free room and board in addition to their actual wages; consequently,
their total compensation package was much higher than their monetary
earnings—a fact that one must bear in mind when comparing circus jobs
with other jobs.

Circus work was usually seasonal, and artists” wages varied greatly, de-
pending above all upon the public appeal of the individual or group act.
(Employees working as part of a group were paid as a group, not individu-
ally, and records generally do not reveal how group earnings were collected
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Figure 9. “Payday,” Barnum & Bailey, Brockton, Mass., 1903. Although the circus’s
social structure was characterized by a caste hierarchy, all waited in the same line each
week to recerve their pay check. (Frederick Glasier Collection, neg. no. 1403; black-and-
white photograph, copy from glass plate negative, 10 X 8 in., museum purchase,
Collection of the John and Mable Museum of Art Archives, Sarasota, Fla.)

or divided up.) The pay range for circus workers ranged dramatically and
was generally determined by three factors: skill, gender, and race. Lastly,
rates of pay differed from circus to circus; the largest railroad outfits usually
paid higher wages than smaller circuses.

Advance agents were generally Euroamerican males who were fairly well
compensated by the standards of the day. Because some advance agents had
legal training, one might compare their earnings to the earnings of con-
temporary professional workers. In 1892 a bank accountant earned $16.63 a
week ' on average."® Although data for advance agents come from the years
1902 to 1912, wages in real dollars differed very little from 1892 to 1912,
because the value of the dollar fluctuated by a maximum of only nine cents
throughout this twenty-year period." Detailed financial records exist from
1902 to 1912 for the Gollmar brothers circus, another outfit of five brothers
based in Baraboo, Wisconsin (cousins to the Ringling brothers, in fact), that
took to the rails in 1903 and eventually consisted of over twenty cars. At
the Gollmar brothers, an advance agent’s wage ranged from $10 to $50 a
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week,'” depending on the year and the agent’s rank. Billposters, who ac-
companied the advance agents, received considerably less money, earning
about $5 to $6 a week'® in 1902.*2 At Barnum & Bailey’s circus, the ad-
vance agent paid the billposters their weekly wages. To make sure that the
billposter stayed for the entire season (and that he refrain from swearing,
drinking, gambling, or anything else “immoral”), the advance agent retained
part of his weekly wage, called a “gratuity,” or “holdback,” which the bill-
poster did not receive until the end of the season. This practice extended to
other jobs in the circus business.'*

Big-top acts were usually paid larger salaries than sideshow performers
of similar fame. In 1917 Lillian Leitzel received $200 per week'** during
the Ringling Bros.” long Chicago engagement, and $165 per week'*® during
her season on the road. Her contract stipulated that she receive a stateroom
during the traveling season and a small dressing room tent, “if desired.”
In contrast to less popular performers, whose contracts stated that they
must also “make themselves generally useful,” Leitzel was only required
to execute a “first class aerial ring act,” and she did not have to appear in
the parade.”®® At the sideshow that same year, the long-standing Sumatran

27 or a fourth of

player Krao, “the Missing Link” Farini, was paid $50 a week,
Leitzel’s salary. FFarini’s contract stated that she “Exhibit self in Side Show
and as required, same as 1916. First class costumes etc. . . . Not required
for entrees, specs, parades. Can have ladies artist size trunk 20” x 22" X
28" .71?% Because Farini was well known, she was better paid than most side-
show acts, and she received a larger trunk, a notable special privilege at
the nomadic circus. Unlike many big-top actors, sideshow players (Farini
included) usually did not appear in opening parades and grand entries be-
cause their marketability depended upon their curious bodies —if audiences
were able to preview the freaks, there would be little reason to pay ten to
twenty-five cents extra to gaze at them at the subsequent “kid show” (side-
show in circus lingo). The concept of “skill” was integral to explaining the
wage disparity between big-top and sideshow stars: managers deemed that
athletic prowess constituted a higher skill than sheer bodily exhibition at
the sideshow.

Popular female big-top acts occasionally received bigger wages than
their male coworkers. The bareback rider Lizzie Rooney, of the famous
Riding Rooney family, made $50 a week' in 1906, whereas her brother
Charles, also a bareback rider but less known, was paid $15 a week **° that
same year.” As part of husband-and-wife or brother-and-sister teams,
many women were not individually compensated for their labor, and there-
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fore it is often difficult to determine the actual distribution of wages to
female members of a family troupe. Harry Brandon, the principal clown
with the Gollmar Brothers, received $35 a week'*® along with his wife in
1904, but in the following year he was paid $25 a week '** when performing
without his wife.”**

But secondary women under the big top (i.e. ballet or chorus mem-
bers) made less money than their male counterparts. Work contracts from
the Ringling Bros. circus from 1900 to 1910 reveal that minor female per-
formers earned approximately $7 a week'® on average, compared with earn-
ings of $10 to $15 a week® for male players in secondary roles.”*” These
figures are generally commensurate with the wages of working women in
other fields. In New York City, for instance, 56 percent of female factory

138 and most women earned less than

workers earned less than $8 a week,
$7.50 a week™® in retail trade.*° Yet, as noted earlier, free room and board
were included in the total compensation package at the circus, and there-
fore the effective wages paid to female circus workers were actually much
higher than those paid to women in other jobs.

The circus also maintained a large, inexpensive, and expendable un-
skilled labor force of workingmen. Because of their transience, only the boss
of their departments and the cashier in the office knew their real names.
Typically they were known by their town or state of origin (e.g. as “Bos-
ton” or “Kansas”), by their ethnic group (“Frenchy,” for instance), or by a
defining physical characteristic (such as “freckles” or “blackie”). If a rousta-
bout bore a strong resemblance to George Washington, Daniel Boone, or

¥l The workers were vir-

any other notable, then he assumed that name.
tually interchangeable. Fred Gollmar, the stage manager for the Gollmar
Brothers circus, noted that a few days of rain could wipe out three-quarters
of the workingmen, and that he spent much time in Chicago and other large
cities securing new work gangs."? James Bailey also stated that these face-
less laborers were “dispensable,” adding that it was cheaper simply to add
new workers at every stop rather than entice workingmen to stay the season
by paying higher wages and providing better working conditions."® In 1892
the Walter L. Main circus, a medium-sized outfit with twenty to twenty-
five cars, paid its “inexperienced and cheaper class of labor” $3 a week ** for
jobs not specified, with no mention of additional hold-back pay at the end
of the season.*?

Experienced workingmen commanded higher pay than other roust-
abouts. The Walter L. Main show recorded a detailed list of its salaries
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for “first-class experienced men.” In 1902 this list included the following
big-top assembly jobs: canvasmen, ring makers, stage men, seat men, and
chandelier men (who set up and tore down the open-flame gas or oil light-
ing containers attached to the center poles); train polers, or polemen; and
others. These positions paid $15 a month,"® with an additional $5 or $10 a
month ™7 held back until the end of the season.** The rates of pay for ex-
perienced workingmen were similar to those of laborers in other industries,
if hold-back pay is taken into account. In 1892 an American laborer made
approximately $28.67 a month,"*® excluding room and board, which were
included for all circus workers.'*°

Circus owners described the workingman’s labor as good for one’s
health. Managers for Barnum & Bailey in 1908 told the journalist Harriet
Quimby that hundreds of men with lung problems applied to become work-
ingmen in order to regain their vitality: the applicants wanted to work in

the open air and escape the confinement of indoor factory labor.*”

Impresa-
rios even extended to laboring circus animals their association with labor,
health, and solid character. In a defense of “working” animals that countered
the logic of contemporary animal welfare activists, Dr. William T. Horna-
day, a naturalist and Director of the New York Zoological Society (who also
worked closely with several circuses), asserted that hard work was whole-
some for both animals and humans in his “Wild Animals’ Bill of Rights”: “A
wild animal has no more inherent right to live a life of lazy and luxurious
ease, and freedom from all care, than a man or women has to live without
work or family cares. . . . Human beings who sanely work are much happier
per capita than those who do nothing but grouch. ... [I]t is no more wrong
or wicked for a horse to work for his living—of course, on a human basis—
either on the stage or on the street, than it is for a coal carrier, a foundry-
man, a farmer, a bookkeeper, a schoolteacher or a housewife to do the day’s
work.” 152

But roustabout labor—for humans and animals—was grueling. Work-
ing hours were long and intensive, filled with the physical stress of con-
stant travel and little sleep. Ceaselessly moving and lifting heavy materi-
als, machines, and animals was also dangerous. Route books document in
gruesome detail frequent accidents involving workers who were crushed,
maimed, or knocked unconscious on the job. This entry from the Ringling
Bros. 1892 route book is typical: “Poleman Phillips breaks his leg under
ticket wagon as it comes down the run from the train.”'*®* Additional entries
describe roustabouts dying from their injuries. Indeed, as I will explore
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later, dangerous labor was also a form of masculine spectacle. Unquestion-
ably, the dangers of roustabout labor help explain the high turnover rate
among workingmen.

Senior workingmen were generally Euroamerican males. But the Sells
Brothers circus was an exception. Based in Ohio (which historically had a
relatively large free black population), the Sells Brothers employed scores of
African Americans in the 1880s. Still, other big railroad outfits did not hire
blacks until the turn of the century. The boss canvasman Bill “Cap” Curtis
recalled that when James Bailey combined the Sells and Forepaugh circuses
in 1896, Bailey reversed the Sells Brothers™ practice by no longer hiring
black canvasmen.””* George Bowles, a press agent for Barnum & Bailey, ex-
plained that the circus in 1903 hired African American canvasmen (to work
together in a segregated workplace) only in response to a shortage of white

workers:

Times were so prosperous that any man with a good pair of biceps could
not only get a job, but would have people bidding for his services, and
many employers who wanted husky boys overbid the circus, whereupon
the canvasman, figuratively speaking, folded his individual tent and si-
lently stole away. These disertions were so frequent that the circus for
about six weeks was constantly in more or less trouble. We sent every-
where for men. . .. The problem was solved only when, for the first time
in the history of the circus, Mr. Bailey imported a large force of Virginia
negroes, who were greatly pleased with all the excitement and novelty
of circus life. He tried to avoid this move, but there was too much doing
for white men, to leave any other recourse.*®

For decades, African Americans had been employed as circus acts —side-
show musicians, “savage” freaks, or occasional big-top players, often at good
pay. In a closely knit working community, these jobs were nonthreatening
to white laborers because African American entertainers were paid to play
roles reinforcing racial stereotypes that confirmed white supremacist ide-
ologies. African Americans were also hired to work in the dining tent as
waiters, a position that complemented pervasive stereotypes about black
servitude. The presence of black and white laborers working the same jobs,
nevertheless, threatened to undermine prevailing racist norms. One can
surmise that James Bailey was reluctant to hire African Americans as work-
ingmen because white workers interpreted the presence of blacks as a threat
to their own social and economic standing. The perceived threat of the black
(or Chinese, or Chicano) worker “taking” white jobs for lower pay was an
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integral part of contemporary Euroamerican unionist discourse and helps
to explain the failure of the Knights of Labor and other labor groups to
create a racially united labor movement in the Gilded Age. Those shows
that hired African American workingmen paid them substantially less than
white workers. The salary list for the Walter L. Main circus duly chronicled,
“if should go south and use Darkies,” black manual laborers were to be
paid $2 a week,”® with no additional hold-back pay. Euroamerican com-
mon laborers, in contrast, made $3 a week.””” On the job, African American
laborers generally remained segregated from white coworkers in separate
work gangs.

Although the circus comprised an international array of people, the big-
top program was generally divided along racial lines. Nonwhite big-top acts
typically performed with members of their own race and were often de-
scribed as family members (even when unrelated). At the Gollmar Brothers
circus in 1903, the three Japanese acrobats who made up the M. Ando tum-
blers were collectively paid $40 a week,”® a fairly typical wage for minor
big-top acts.®® Nonetheless, few African Americans performed under the
big top. Eph Thompson, a black animal trainer with the Adam Forepaugh
circus in 1888, found scant employment opportunities at the American cir-
cus during the late nineteenth century; as a result he moved to Europe,
where he became a successful elephant trainer in London and with Carl
Hagenbeck’s menagerie. As late as 1966, John Ringling North, owner of the
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus (and nephew of the five origi-
nal brothers), sparked an uproar in the circus community when he hired
Priscilla Williams, an African American aerialist apprentice.”®® By and large,
only certain positions were available: as workingmen, as waiters, and exoti-
cized performance roles. Given the circus’s racial division of labor, oppor-
tunities to move into more lucrative positions as big-top acts or managers
were effectively closed to African American circus workers.

The black circus owner Eph Williams was the rare exception to this
rule—but only because he set out on his own, away from an established
show hierarchy. As a bartender and barber at the Plankinton Hotel in Mil-
waukee, Williams began training horses and dogs in his spare time dur-
ing the 1880s. From 1888 to 1902 he owned a show that played under a
variety of names, including Prof. Williams’s Consolidated Railroad Shows,
and traveled first by wagon and then on two to five railroad cars. His in-
trepid circus roamed the rough, booming timber and iron range frontier of
northern Wisconsin and the upper peninsula of Michigan, and into Min-
nesota and the Dakotas. He quit the circus business in 1902 and bought
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a tented minstrel show, Silas Green from New Orleans, which made him
161

wealthy.

“LIKE A BIG FAMILY”

Despite the constant racial, gender, and class divisions within the circus
caste system, show people still saw themselves as part of a closely knit
traveling community. Circus people often perceived themselves to be re-
moved from the rest of society because home, for most circus folk, was on
the road.'”® Al Mann remembered that “circus was a family,” that even John
Ringling, or “Mr. John” as he was known among Ringling workers, visited
freely with performers as they waited to enter the ring: “I talked to him
a lot. He used to visit and talk to me and the same time he’d be watching
everything they’s doing with loading and tearing down at night during the
concert ... [H e was right there with his black cigar, standing on that plat-
form and he’d talk to me while I was waiting to get on the bucking horse.”'*’

Circus workers maintained a sense of solidarity within their particular
occupational group.®* Carrie Holt, a fat lady, felt a fierce sense of camara-
derie with her fellow sideshow actors: “As for the sideshow, the public don’t
know anything about us from just seeing us on our platforms—on exhibi-
tion. Why, we're just like a big family.” Holt and her racially and physically
diverse coworkers formed a social club, complete with dues, rules, and a big
party at the end of the season: “I had a grand time. I was in everything even
if I was fat.”'*®* Other circus workers expressed this same kind of solidarity.
George W. Stevenson, a billposter, referred to himself as a “Brother Paste.”
His ditty, “Only a Bill Poster,” written in 1896, playfully illustrated his con-
sciousness of his social position: “There’s a class in this world of the Miss
Nancy Kind / Who turn up their noses (the largest part of their mind) /
For he’s ‘only a Bill poster” without any brain / Crowding through life for

positive gain.”'*°

» o«

Circus workers referred to noncircus folk as “outsiders,” “gillies,” or
“rubes,” and frequently mentioned in their autobiographies that they were
only comfortable with other show folk. They spoke a language peppered
with jargon unfamiliar to the “gillies” that widened the gulf between in-
siders and outsiders. For example, an elephant was commonly known as
a “bull,” “punk,” or “rubber mule,” big-top acrobats were “kinkers,” zebras
were “convicts,” the sideshow was the “kid show,” and a circus’s off-season
grounds were its “winter quarters.” If spectators became violent on the

show grounds (typically outside the tents), a worker would shout “Hey
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Rube!” and all employees would drop what they were doing, grab a tent
stake or any other handy object, and descend upon the offending party. The
cry “Hey Rube!” was a show of solidarity, and an effective means of main-
taining order for circus folk working among thousands of potentially vio-
lent audience members, especially when local law enforcement was ineffec-
tive or lacking.

“Hey Rube!” also demonstrated that this collective spirit could (tempo-
rarily, at least) transcend racial divisions. A newspaper noted this potential
at the show grounds of Buffalo Bill's Wild West in Brooklyn, New York,
after a cowboy named “Wild Bill” accidentally bumped into an Italian pea-
nut vendor and the enraged vendor stabbed the cowboy with a stiletto knife.
The Brooklyn Citizen observed: “The other cowboys, the two Indians who
were in their war paint ready for the afternoon performance, the two Cos-
sacks, and the Mexican vaqueros forgot their race differences for the moment
and rushed to Wild Bill’s assistance. One of the Mexicans let go a lasso
he carried. He missed the Italian, but he caught the peanut stand, which,
with a crash, was overturned and deposited its load on the Halsey street car
tracks” (emphasis mine).”’

A “Hey Rube” could nonetheless leave a circus vulnerable. Lawsuits in-
evitably followed a melee, and circus folk were invariably blamed. W. E.
“Doc” Van Alstine, a canvasman (among other jobs) with several big rail-
road shows at the turn of the century, remembered a couple of particularly
violent “Hey Rubes” in an interview for the WPA in 1938: “I was in a Hey
Rube in Lincoln, Illinois, once. It was one of the toughest battles I ever seen.
The town boys was coalminers and some of the toughest customers I ever
seen. We strung out in a circle around our stuff and stood ’em off with ‘lay-
ing out pins’ [used to set up the tents] and whacked 'em with ‘side poles,
finally giving ‘em the run, but they sure could take it. Another Hey Rube in
Ann Arbor, Michigan, was started by a gang of students from the Univer-
sity of Michigan, for no good reason at all except perhaps they thought it
was funny. It cost the circus I was with more than $35,000 in lawsuits and
damage to equipment. In a Hey Rube, most of the lawsuits that follow is
usually by some innocent bystander who gets hurt in the scramble.”'*®

During the show season, circus workers were essentially homeless, living
out of a trunk. Many did not keep their money in banks. Instead they bought
loose diamonds and kept them around their necks in chamois pouches called
“grouch” bags. Diamonds could be quickly transformed into cash when
necessary.'®® Workers also wore diamond jewelry for the same purpose.
While the Ringling Bros. circus stayed in Adrian, Michigan, in 1892, a hotel
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clerk commented, “There’s enough diamonds worn by that gang to set up
a jewelry store.”’° Even during the off-season, many players were nomads
because they worked on the vaudeville circuit, in the rodeo, or in carnivals,
or traveled south to work in circuses in the southern United States or Latin
America. During his early years with the circus in the 1920s, Emmett Kelly
bounced from show to show as a clown and in a trapeze act with his wife,
Eva; they often spent their off-seasons apart, each working at a variety of
Jjobs: at police circuses and state fairs, performing manual labor in a glove
factory, and working as an industrial painter. Meanwhile, the “Aerial Kellys”
continued to polish additional acts, the “iron jaw” act among others, to make
themselves more employable as a team."™

The news media and juvenile fiction romanticized the act of running
away and joining a circus, but the hiring process was generally more sys-
tematic for performers. Such circus folk were born into the business, so-
licited employment from proprietors by mail, or were discovered by circus
agents while they were employed elsewhere. Some acts were hired by big
railroad outfits based on their reputation from their work at carnivals, fairs,
dog-and-pony shows, and smaller railroad circuses.

Female big-top players, in particular, were often born into the business,
which enhanced their caste status. Josie DeMott Robinson, a top bareback
rider in the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth, was born into
an illustrious circus family. She knew no other life than the circus, and spent
her childhood learning equestrienne acrobatics and living on trains. Some
women joined the circus because their husbands were members of a show.
Irene Mann’s experiences provide a later example of this practice. She be-
came a trick roper after she married Al Mann, in 1928. During the first year
of their marriage, Al traveled with the Ringling outfit, while Irene remained
at their home in Wisconsin, practicing roping and riding stunts. When Al
joined the John Robinson circus in 1930, a manager noticed Irene’s picture
on Al's trunk and, as Al puts it, said, “We need girls as pretty as her with the
show, send for her.”"* Within the month, Irene Mann joined her husband
at the circus.

After seeing employment advertisements in entertainment papers like
the New York Clipper and Billboard, many circus players sent solicitation let-
ters to potential employers that described their talents and salary require-
ments. If interested, proprietors enclosed a contract with their reply, and
the hiring process was completed by mail. Some acts were discovered in
auxiliary fields. While working as a cattle foreman in Montana, Al Mann
became a Wild West rider after a circus performer saw him win a rodeo
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contest. Then Cy Compton, who managed the Ringling Bros. after-show
concerts and Wild West shows, wired Mann an offer of employment and
free travel to New York City from Lander, Montana, for the opening of the
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus at Madison Square Garden in
March 1923.

The hiring process was also systematic for American Indian acts."”® Wild
West agents generally hired Native Americans at Indian reservations, after
getting approval from the Bureau of Indian Affairs. At the Pine Ridge reser-
vation in South Dakota, Black Elk, an Oglala Sioux shaman, was hired for a
season in 1886, when he was twenty-three, by Waisichus (white men) work-
ing for Pahuska (William F. Cody)."™ Standing Bear, an Oglala Sioux chief,
was hired at Pine Ridge for Buffalo Bill's Wild West during its European
tour from 1902 to 1906 as a translator and entertainer."

Still, “running away” was a common way to join the circus, particularly
among workingmen. A circus worker until 1917, W. E. “Doc” Van Alstine
recalled that his family in Kinderhook, New York, wanted him to become a
doctor like his father, a surgeon. Van Alstine had other plans, however: “At
an early age, I had a yearning for the show business. School didn’t interest
me a bit. I hated books. I wasn’t a danged bit interested in reading about
what somebody else did, or where they went, or what they saw. I wanted to
go, do, and see things for myself, and I couldn’t think of any better way to
satisfy my ambition than to join up with a circus. . .. Come a day, once, when
I was a young gaffer in my early teens, I had a chance to run away with
the Mighty Yankee Robinson Circus. The lure of sawdust and spangles was
much stronger than family ties or the red schoolhouse, so off I goes.” "™ Van
Alstine worked as a block boy (someone who helped set up and tear down
the general admission bleacher, or “blues,” seats) for four days before his
family dragged him home. He returned to school and studied medicine—
hence his later nickname, “Doc.” Finally, he persuaded his parents to let him
leave, and he ran off to the circus for good. He stayed there for the next

sixty years."””

CONDUCT IN A TRAVELING COMPANY TOWN

The workplace at the transient circus was all-encompassing, cohesive yet
stratified. Employees led lives, both on and off the job, that revolved around
their work, much like workers living in established industrial company
towns such as Pullman, Illinois: they slept, ate, and worked with circus
folk. Circus managers structured workers’ leisure time by arranging cir-
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cus baseball teams and fancy holiday celebrations. The large railroad circus
was an early example of welfare capitalism: to quell potential unrest and
union activism, circus owners provided food, lodging, and leisure activities

for their workers."®

Managers attempted to keep groups of workingmen
racially segregated off the job as a way to build a cohesive (yet paradoxically
divided) company town culture. This was not true of the performers’ more
racially integrated work and leisure culture but was generally true among
the workingmen. In 1907 a newspaper in Decatur, Illinois, mentioned a
baseball game between a team of black canvasmen, the “Lucky Sevens” and
another black team, the “Black Diamonds,” who maintained the animal me-
nagerie."”

To heighten productivity, circus owners imposed strict rules of con-
duct on their employees that rivaled those of any industrial assembly line.
Pinkerton agents monitored workers’ behavior—with varying degrees of
effectiveness —in addition to unruly spectators.”®® Circus contracts dictated
how players dressed off stage, and how (and with whom) they spent their
leisure time. A press release from Buffalo Bill's Wild West in 1899 in-
formed the public that “absolute neatness is an imperative” among its em-
ployees.™ As a way to maximize efficiency, some circuses prohibited work-
ers from marrying each other during the show season. Fred Bradna became
the equestrian director for the Ringling Bros. after the previous director,
William E. “Bud” Gorman, was fired for eloping with a ballet girl named

182

Gladys during the 1915 season.®® During the first decade of the century,
Ringling Bros.” work contracts listed fifty-one conduct rules, including the

following:

Be cleanly and neat in dress and avoid loud display. . . . Gambling, espe-
cially in the cars or near the cars, on or near the show ground, is strictly
prohibited. . . . No pet animals, revolvers, intoxicants or imflammables
allowed in the sleeping cars. . . . Loud talking, singing, playing upon
musical instruments, or disturbing noises in or near the [railroad] cars
must stop at 11 PM. . . . Do not clean teeth at wash-bowls. Cooking is
prohibited in the cars. . . . Do not sit “cross-legged” on floats or tableaux
wagons [in the parade]. . . . Button up coats, etc. . . . Absolutely, do not
chew (gum or tobacco) or smoke in parade. . . . Do not make remarks
to anyone while in parade or talk to employees who are ahead of you or
follow you in parade. . . . Do not nod to friends or acquaintances who
may be in the audience. . . . Avoid arguments with other employees. Be
agreeable and promote harmony.®
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Given their focus on self-restraint and efficiency, it is little surprise that
the biggest railroad circuses prohibited the consumption of alcohol among
employees during the show season. P. T. Barnum, a temperance advocate,
was the first railroad proprietor to market his circus successfully as a re-
spectable entertainment, based largely on his enforcement of a dry work-
place. Circus owners used the holdback system of pay in part to curtail
potential drunkenness—even though instances of alcohol consumption oc-
curred regularly. Contract rules dictated that workers found drinking on or
off the job would not receive their holdback pay at the end of the season,
and they could be fired, depending upon the circumstances.** The Goll-
mar Brothers organized intramural baseball teams to keep employees physi-
cally fit and alert during their leisure time and deter them from drinking
and gambling.® Elsewhere, welfare capitalists organized employee base-
ball and bowling teams, picnics, and sing-a-longs, to promote company loy-
alty across ethnic lines and occupational ranks.®® Circus managers gen-
erally focused their enforcement of temperance rules on manual laborers,
even though some performers (not to mention William F. Cody) were al-
coholics.”®” Like turn-of-the-century temperance advocates, proprietors
looked to alcoholism as a working-class problem.

By contrast, alcohol had flowed freely at the mid-nineteenth-century cir-
cus. As a young business manager for William Lake’s circus in the 1860s,
James A. Bailey kept careful records of the show’s weekly saloon expenses.'®®
Mid-nineteenth-century circuses did not have to meet tight railroad sched-
ules; in addition, these outfits generally employed a score or two of work-
ers whose jobs often overlapped —in contrast to the multitude employed
at the highly specialized turn-of-the-century railroad circus. In the mid-
nineteenth century, before the biggest circuses adopted full-time railroad
travel, the boundary between work and leisure blurred considerably. The
movement of the overland show was determined by natural factors: length
of daylight, weather, and seasons. With the advent of the railroad, impre-
sarios placed greater emphasis on individual sobriety and discipline on the
job and effectively “Taylorized” the workplace, thus prompting the journal-
ist Charles Theodore Murray to proclaim that “the railroad has civilized
the circus man.”**

Proprietors and newspapers both described the railroad circus as a
popular-culture counterpart to a modern army. Given its ability to travel
quickly and feed and house some 1,200 employees in makeshift quarters, the
huge American railroad circus resembled a sprawling military encampment.
Buffalo Bill's Wild West programs described the outfit’s operations in terms
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of preparing for war. Both Colonel William F. Cody and the show’s co-
owner, Nate Salsbury, were war veterans, qualified to oversee the “manoeu-
vers of so many troops, horses and guns.”**°

In fact, beginning in the 1890s, the U.S. War Department periodically
sent army officers to travel with the circus in order to observe how show
managers coordinated massive numbers of people and animals. Early in
the decade several army officers from Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, spent a
week with Barnum & Bailey studying the circus’s transportation methods
as a way to improve the logistics of the army’s own artillery service.” On
May 15, 1906, the quartermaster general of the U.S. Army, G. F. Humphrey,
wrote to George Starr, general manager of Barnum & Bailey’s circus, to
inform him that Major I. W. Littell, quartermaster, U.S.A., would accom-
pany the circus from Baltimore to Canal Dover, Ohio, to learn “up to date
methods of moving men, animals and baggage.”'*® That same day, Henry G.
Sharpe, commissary general of the War Department, also wrote to Starr,
summarizing the instructions that Captain James Addison Logan Jr. had
received from the secretary of war: “[Logan is] to proceed to the points at
which you give exhibitions as far as Wheeling, West Virginia, for the pur-
pose of investigating the methods of obtaining supplies and serving food to
the members of your company. Any assistance that you can render him in
this particular will be deeply appreciated.”**® Paradoxically, then, the three-
ring circus, which was fast becoming a synonym for wholesale disorder, was
also a valuable model for day-to-day U.S. military operations.

The specialized division of labor at the railroad circus created the illusion
of a huge, living, military machine. The smooth operation of the circus was
dependent upon a cooperative workforce, aided by the circus’s totalizing
culture: its workers ate, slept, worked, and spent their leisure time together
in an efficient, tightly knit, yet socially stratified traveling company town.
General Leonard A. Wood, who engineered the McKinley administration’s
policies in Cuba during and after the Spanish-American War, asserted that
watching the circus—with its cooperative and efficient division of labor—
was an instructive, patriotic act: “No real American can resist the tempta-
tion to watch a circus unload, and seeing the erection of the tents.”*** After
‘World War I, Wood noted that the Walter L. Main circus had more than
seventy-seven service stars in its flag; four circus workers had been killed
in the war and eight veterans had rejoined the show, “[now] better men
and more advanced in education and discipline.”"® Echoing turn-of-the-
century military officials, Woods observed that the “great American army
machine” would benefit by copying the transportation and labor systems of
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the “great American circus machine.” Woods judged the American circus
to be an instructive institution, composed of exemplary patriots and indus-
trious workers.

Despite its machinelike quality, the disciplined circus “army” occasionally
rebelled against its highly regimented work environment. Still, the forms of
resistance that these workers took cannot be measured by the yardstick of
traditional labor activism. Roustabouts were so scattered and marginal to
the world of organized unionism that they did not participate in institution-
alized forms of resistance. They did not join unions, because their jobs were
essentially invisible to the world of organized labor. The American Federa-
tion of Labor, the nation’s dominant union at the turn of the century, was
founded by a cigar-maker, Samuel Gompers, in 1886; its brand of “unions,
pure and simple” was for skilled workers only. The AFL excluded unskilled
workers, women, and people of color from its ranks, arguing that skilled
white male workers were the vanguard of the labor movement and that to
include others would only weaken their already precarious position. Al-
though Bill Haywood and Eugene Debs tried to build “one big union” for all
industrial workers in the Industrial Workers of the World (created in 1905),
the AFL’s exclusionary ideology dominated the day.*® Circus laborers were
unskilled and commonly illiterate (many of them signed their paychecks
with an “X”), and they moved quickly and anonymously from job to job. The
practice of retaining “holdback” pay until the end of the season speaks to
the speed with which roustabouts left their jobs. Indeed, the most potent—
and commonest—form of resistance for these workers was simply to quit.

Circus workers resisted in other, subtler ways as well. Their tactics oc-
curred in the realm of what the historian D. G. Robin Kelley and the an-
thropologist James Scott have called “infrapolitics,” as part of everyday life
at the workplace rather than at the union hall.®” As a way to relax, cir-
cus workingmen often sneakily imbibed alcohol on the job, despite offi-
cial regulations. When Buffalo Bill's Wild West toured Europe at the turn
of the century, Native American artists protested long working hours by
taking whiskey breaks.”*® Sideshow workers also created their own strate-
gies of resistance. When people crowded too close or became obnoxious, the
Ringling Bros. fat lady Carrie Holt would pretend to sneeze: “That makes
"em move on. I suppose they think my germs must be as much bigger than
ordinary germs as I am bigger than ordinary people.” Holt and her side-
show comrades broke the monotony of their work by secretly poking fun
at the “freaks” in the audience: “When I see a real funny one, I say, kind of
careless-like, to Miss Gilmore, the snake charmer who sits next to me, ‘I
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hope there’s an extra platform!” That’s a tip for her to look for a freak down
in the crowd. Or maybe Miss Gilmore says to me, “Well, Carrie, put on your
things and go home. You're going to lose your job.” Then I know there’s an
awful fat woman in the crowd, and I begin to look for her.”*®

Pronounced forms of employee resistance were risky because workers
had little recourse for airing their grievances. Employees remained with-
out a union until 1937. At the turn of the century, circus contracts absolved
proprietors and railroad companies of any liability for employees who were
killed or injured during the show season. If workers were injured on the
job or became ill during the season, they received no wages or sick-time
benefits while they were unable to work.**® Occasionally, a circus short on
cash would “red-light,” or strand, its workers without pay or transportation
back home **!

Although circus workers had little protection, some occasionally walked
off the job in protest against low wages and rough working conditions.
In May 1903, for example, 150 Barnum & Bailey canvasmen temporarily
stopped working because managers would not grant them a raise of $5
a month.**® The workers protested that their duties had become increas-
ingly difficult; that year, James Bailey replaced all the thousands of big-top
seats with heavy iron orchestra seats—each containing a footrest—which
made the big top’s set up and disassembly, and the train-loading process,
cumbersome. Managers responded to the canvasmen by replacing them.**
Showmen generally ignored workers” demands because they were confident
that these nonunionized workers would be disorganized and unable to cre-
ate a collective protest.*** Indeed, circus workers were unable to sustain a
widespread strike until 1938, when unionized workers at Ringling Bros. &
Barnum & Bailey walked off the job in Scranton, Pennsylvania, in protest
against the company’s decision to cut wages that season.

Circus press agents pointedly deemphasized instances of employee re-
sistance. During the canvasmen’s walkouts in 1903, press agents issued a
flurry of releases to newspapers in towns along the show’s route, flatly
denying labor troubles and bearing headlines like “No Labor Troubles with
Barnum & Bailey’s Circus,” “Circus Employees Did Not Strike: No Truth
in Story that Men Went Out Yesterday Morning,” and “Why Canvasmen
Do Not Strike.” % Proprietors justified delays by stating that the circus had
simply become “too big,” too “stupendous” to move quickly, or that constant
bad weather had caused problems. Moreover, these same articles steadfastly
claimed that the workingmen were “quite satisfied” with their jobs.

Showmen mocked workers’ dissatisfaction by fabricating pointedly comi-
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cal instances of resistance in press releases. Press agents for Barnum &
Bailey crafted a nationwide “rebellion” among sideshow acts just as the 1903
circus season opened —the same season that canvasmen walked off the job.
A series of articles reported that these sideshow workers demanded to be
called “prodigies” instead of “freaks.” Ostensibly, they had formed a “union”
called the Sunday Order of the Protective Order of Prodigies and threat-
ened to strike and destroy circus billboards if their wishes were ignored.
Reports of the “freak revolt” were suspiciously riddled with oxymoronic
images and puns. For instance, at a committee meeting the armless man
wrote the minutes and the fat girl Emma “gave weight to the argument,”
while the Living Pin Cushion accidentally stabbed himself with a penknife.
In 1907 sideshow players attempted to unionize again: the “Glass-Eater is
Chewing on the Plan, and [the] Armless Wonder Writes of It.”?°° Press
agents also used clowns to poke fun at workers’ activism. In 1909 a newly
unionized group of clowns supposedly traveled to Washington to meet with
members of Congress about lowering a tariff on clown white. One article
observed that the clowns were “unusually interesting and solemn.”*"

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the term “three-ring circus”
is synonymous with chaos in the American lexicon. (“Media circuses” like
the white Bronco flight and trial of O. J. Simpson in 1994 or the death of
Princess Diana of Wales in 1997 immediately spring to mind.) But as this
chapter has shown, the physical operation of the three-ring railroad cir-
cus that came to life during the Gilded Age was quite the opposite—even if
the audience was so disorderly as to resemble a true “three-ring circus” in
today’s terminology. The fin-de-siécle railroad circus was a labor show of
dazzling proportions, a logistical spectacle of sheer numbers: people, zebras,
elephants, yards of canvas, eggs eaten, and so forth. Astonished customers
arrived before dawn and left after dark just to take it all in. Showmen pub-
licly emphasized the tremendous cost of their productions as part of their
advertising campaigns —an essential feature of their identity as Gilded Age
corporations. Profiting from the popular mythology of equal opportunity,
circus proprietors marketed themselves as ordinary men who had “made
good” through economy, diligence, and abstinence. The elaborate perfor-
mance of the “army” of labor at the railroad circus visually reinforced these
ideals because of'its totalizing aura of perpetual industry. Yet, as will be seen
in chapter 4, the presence of nearly nude female circus performers made the
showmen’s claims of decorous entertainment perplexing and problematic.
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RESPECTABLE
FEMALE NUDITY

In 1896 the New Woman came to the circus. That year, Barnum & Bailey’s

program contained “Three Graceful, Original and Interesting Equestrian
Novelties,” which playfully suggested that the “New Woman” might cre-
ate a new social order dominated by women: “The New Woman supreme
in the arena for the first time anywhere. Novel and picturesque exhibition
of the assertion of the rights of the twentieth-century girl . . . in the cir-
cus. A positive usurpation of the ring in which man has no part. Progressive
maidens fascinatingly conducting an entire equestrian act in up to date cos-

»1

tumes.”! During this act and other “New Woman numbers,” women, clad
in “becoming” bloomers, “of the most trim fitting, advanced new woman
dress reform pattern,” played all roles in the arena: ringmaster, groom, and
object holder. Press releases announced that “no man is allowed to occupy
that sacred ground of territory.”*

In the collapsible canvas world of the circus, these “New Women” seem-
ingly erased corporeal boundaries between the sexes. Women performers
proudly displayed rippling bodies while demonstrating impressive feats of
strength and handling dangerous animals. In 1911 Barnum & Bailey pro-
vided detailed muscle measurements of a German weightlifter, Katie Sand-
wina, and declared: “She Tosses Husband about like Biscuit. Frau Sandwina

»g

is Giantess in Strength.”® At the circus, some women wore full, flowing

beards. The lady giantess towered over the curious crowds at the sideshow.



African, Asian, Latin American, and Australian women at the “ethnologi-
cal congress” easily defeated men in athletic contests. Moreover, the cir-
cus was a comfortable space for women who felt alienated by social norms.
Mabel Stark, a tough big-cat trainer whose body was, in the words of one
colleague, “a network of scars” from frequent cat bites, knew as a teen-
ager that she did not share her female classmates’” predilections for dating
and socializing.* After seeing a circus as a child in Princeton, Kentucky,
Stark knew that she would eventually join a traveling show. Thereafter, she
spent her spare time at the zoo watching the animals; while working as a
nurse as a young adult, Stark “ran away” to California, met the showman
Al Sands, and in 1918 joined the Al G. Barnes circus.’ In an era when a ma-
jority of women'’s roles were still circumscribed by Victorian ideals of do-
mesticity and feminine propriety, circus women’s performances celebrated
female power, thereby representing a startling alternative to contemporary
social norms.

These “New Women” were also nearly nude (fig. 10). Thousands of litho-
graphs saturated the site of each future show, portraying barely dressed
women in a range of bodily attitudes: on the trapeze, with snakes, lions,
horses, or clowns, or en masse as members of a giant chorus. In perfor-
mance, lithe, scantily clad acrobats and bareback riders freely twisted and
contorted their bodies. Wearing a short skirt and nearly sleeveless top, the
“Lady Hercules” lifted prodigious weights (plate 2). Spangled female ani-
mal trainers wrestled “man-eating” tigers, while spray-painted, virtually
naked women posed topless, nearly bottomless, and motionless as nymphs,
Venuses, or maidens in the “Act Beautiful” or statue act, a turn-of-the-
century variant on the antebellum tableaux vivants, or living pictures
genre.

But showmen were keenly aware of circus women'’s transgressive poten-
tial. As a result, they repositioned these strong, athletic, traveling women
into traditional gender categories: as models of domestic womanliness, and
as objects of titillation. In their elaborate advertising campaigns, propri-
etors used gender, race, class, and representations of empire to create an ir-
resistible sexual striptease under the guise of “clean” family entertainment.
Arguing that there is no such thing as generic nudity, this chapter examines
how nudity in some contexts was “respectable” and in other contexts sala-
cious —the distinction was often created by racial stereotypes. Nudity itself
is a historical construction and will be considered here in the context of
dress standards at the turn of the century. Because American women gen-
erally wore full skirts and long-sleeved shirtwaists at this time, virtually
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Figure 10. “Statue Girls,” Barnum & Bailey, Brockton, Mass., 1903. Wearing messy

white or bronze greasepaint, these virtually nude women posed motionless as they imitated

high art. (Frederick Glasier Collection, neg. no. 639; black-and-white photograph,
copy from glass plate negative, 10 X 8 in., museum purchase, Collection of
the John and Mable Museum of Art Archives, Sarasota, Fla.)




anything short of that coverage could be construed as “nude,” including the
wearing of leotards, tights, or short-sleeved dresses above the knee.

Proprietors presented white women as quintessential models of civilized,
athletic womanliness, while they exhibited women of color (or Euroameri-
can women in racial disguise) as live, educational artifacts, whose nudity was
an integral part of their racial “authenticity.” Although this chapter focuses
on the representational strategies of circuses owned by Euroamericans, one
should not assume that only white circus folk were concerned about re-
spectability during the Progressive Era. People of color in the amusement
industry were equally attuned to the tensions between propriety and sexual
display. For example, a poster for the African American blues singer Ma
Rainey and the “Smart Set” promised “The Greatest Colored Show on Earth
... The Biggest Bevy of Singing and Dancing Girls You Have Ever Seen
... Everything Clean, Moral and Refined.”® In all cases, however, these
claims of propriety were made with a wink. Showmen’s constant empha-
sis on female performers’ lives, loves, and body-hugging tights became yet
another way to talk about sex.”

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Impresarios’ focus on circus women’s propriety at the turn of the cen-
tury was particularly striking because they had downplayed the presence
of female players just fifty years earlier. In antebellum America, reform-
ers’ responses to female circus players—indeed, to the circus as a whole—
was unfavorable. In Chillicothe, Ohio, and Rochester, New York, as well as
other communities, the Presbyterian and Methodist clergy condemned the
circus’s celebration of the body, its connection to the theater, and its om-
nipresent shell games. Dating back to the colonial period, antitheater laws
were often rooted in Enlightenment thought. William Penn, among other
colonial figures, argued that the cosmos was fixed and that external appear-
ances revealed eternal truths. According to the media scholar Robert Allen,
the theater’s emphasis on mimicry, spectacle, and inversions of gender and
class sharply confounded the rationalistic idea that the world was what it
seemed.’

Critics also charged that neither circus workers nor the class of people
whom the circus attracted engaged in productive labor. The editor of a reli-
gious periodical in Lexington, Kentucky, lambasted Joshuah Purdy Brown’s
circus in 1831 because it encouraged “idleness, intemperate drinking, pro-
fanity, a taste for low company [and] boisterous vulgarity.”® Connecticut,
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home to P. T. Barnum, outlawed the circus altogether until 1840. The state
legislature forbade any unusual feats of the body for monetary gain. Cir-
cuses continued to travel to Connecticut, but they could not advertise in
newspapers for fear of arrest.” During the Second Great Awakening in
Rochester, New York, town clergymen in this part of the “Burned-Over
District” led the movement to close a permanent circus building and turned
it into a soap factory! From 1824 until the early twentieth century, the
Vermont legislature virtually taxed the circus out of the state instead of
banning it outright.'” P. T. Barnum himself explained why the antebellum
circus deserved to be censured:

In those days the circus was very justly the object of the Church’s ani-
madversions. [I]n afterpiece, “The Tailor of Tamworth” or “Pete Jen-
kins,” ... drunken characters were represented and broad jokes, suited to
the groundlings, were given. Its fun consisted of the clown’s vulgar jests,
emphasized with still more vulgar and suggestive gestures, lest provi-
dentially the point might be lost. Educational features the circus of that
day had none. Its employees were mostly of the rowdy element, and it had
a following of card-sharpers, pickpockets and swindler generally, who
were countenanced by some of the circus proprietors, with whom they
shared their ill-gotten gains. Its advent was dreaded by all law abiding
people, who knew that with it would inevitably cause disorder, drunken-

ness and riot."”

Antebellum circus audience members targeted circus women as disrep-
utable. Most objections centered on costuming. Although tights and leo-
tards were not worn until after the Civil War, antebellum players wore
stockings under knee-length skirts—a far cry from the proper, heavily cor-
seted, long-sleeved, floor-length dress of the period.* One woman recalled
that as a child in 1857, her grandmother forbade her to go to a circus:
“C’Grandmother’] said it was all right to look at the creatures God had made,
but she did not think He ever intended that women should go only half
dressed and stand up and ride on horses bare back, or jump through hoops
in the air.”** Purity reformers and audiences both frequently thought that
all female entertainers were prostitutes because they exposed their bodies
for pay. Even women audience members were often treated with suspicion.
During the first half of the nineteenth century, American theater managers
commonly reserved the third tier of seats, or upper gallery, for prostitutes
and their customers as a site of sexual exchange.'®

Because they were often banned by law for their bodily spectacles, cir-
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cuses deemphasized their women players; some even excluded women al-
together. In 1840 an advertisement for the Raymond, Waring and Com-
pany circus guaranteed that its production in Philadelphia would contain no
women: ‘[T Jhe introduction of Females into an Equestrian Establishment
1s not calculated to advance [the Chestnut Street Amphitheatre’s] interests,
while they not unfrequently mar the harmony of the entertainments, and
bring the whole exhibition into disrepute. It never was ordained by Nature
that woman should degrade the representatives of her sex which are not
calculated for any other than the stalwart male.” "

The circus was hardly the only nineteenth-century entertainment to
censure the display of seminude women. Robert Allen has written that bur-
lesque was a battleground where nineteenth-century Americans fought
over shifting attitudes about gender and class. When the English actress
Lydia Thompson and her burlesque troupe of “British Blondes” arrived in
New York City in 1868, thousands of New Yorkers thronged to Wood’s
Theater in lower Manhattan, where the thinly clad actresses performed
male roles and verbally poked fun at social norms. Local authorities toler-
ated the troupe only at this working-class venue; when the popular “British
Blondes” moved to a reputable theater, Niblo’s Garden, the press, local gov-
ernment officials, and reformers condemned the troupe. Unlike contempo-
rary ballet, in which seminude women played silent, otherworldly nymphs
and fairies, or melodrama, in which actresses typically played pious, sex-
less roles, in burlesque the performer talked and leered openly at her audi-
ence. Consequently, theaters catering to decent male and female audiences
banned burlesque, which rapidly moved to the male world of the concert
hall and increasingly was characterized by acts of mute bodily exhibition.*

In distinct contrast to burlesque’s downward historical trajectory, the
circus became more reputable over time. Circus proprietors increasingly
used women to sell their productions as decent. Posters portrayed well-
attired white women and families as part of the turn-of-the-century audi-
ence.”” Impresarios adopted this sales strategy, in part because they knew
that their patrons had changed. In antebellum America, men constituted the
great majority of the circus audience. The virtual absence of women at the
circus mirrored larger limitations on women'’s presence in public life. The
prevailing ideology of separate spheres —whereby women’s sanctioned role
was in the home while men engaged in paid labor in the public world —helps
explain why few women frequented antebellum circuses and why circus
women were commonly censured. Although poor women participated in the
paid labor market throughout their lives, bourgeois women became increas-
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ingly privatized, owing largely to changes in the American economy. Before
the nineteenth century, the American labor market was characterized by a
patriarchal system of household and shop production in which male family
members worked as artisans or farmers; the home and the workplace were
the same. By the mid-nineteenth century, paid work occurred away from
the home because the market economy and its attendant systems of factory
and wage labor had generally proletarianized the artisan and small farmer.
As a result, the distinctions between public and private life became more
sharply drawn.”® Many women were publicly active in church-based volun-
tary associations connected to abolitionism, temperance, marital property
reform, and women'’s suffrage, but their activism was predicated upon their
maternal authority. Novels and new women’s magazines like Godey’s Lady’s
Book (1836-98) stressed the primacy of women’s domestic role as the moral
guardian of the home.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Victorian distinctions be-
tween public and private spheres were crumbling. As part of this sea change,
a growing number of families attended the circus, and female acts became
increasingly visible and socially acceptable® Circus women’s heightened
presence occurred just as more women were participating in paid labor
and public activism. At mid-century, the majority of female paid laborers
had worked in the private, familial setting of domestic service; its decline
in the second half of the nineteenth century paralleled the ascendancy of
factory production.** Concurrently, with the growth of corporations and
service industries during the Gilded Age, young and single native-born
women worked as office clerks (especially after the advent of the typewriter
in 1873) and in retail sales at sprawling new department stores. Although
many young women gave their parents a share of their earnings, they also
had some disposable income and congregated at a variety of public amuse-
ments. Kathy Peiss argues that the rise of urban factory labor with dis-
tinct hours helped create a heterosocial leisure culture in which young,
unmarried working-class men and women shared their nonworking hours
together.?” But the specter of young women “loose” in the streets was unset-
tling to some. Jane Addams, a founder of Hull House, noted, “Never before
in civilization have such numbers of young girls been suddenly released
from the protection of the home and permitted to walk unattended upon
city streets and to work under alien roofs.”** From 1889 onward, new settle-
ment houses and clubs served as spaces where young working women could
engage in “uplifting” cultural activities that would distract them from the
“tantalizing” world of popular amusements out in the streets.
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Women also became increasingly visible in public life by participating in
a raft of Progressive reform movements. Women activists across the coun-
try worked to ameliorate poverty, social unrest, and racism through diverse
organizations such as the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (1874) and
the National Association of Colored Women (1896). Like members of ante-
bellum voluntary associations, women reformers during the late nineteenth
century argued that their domestic and maternal “nature” gave them spe-
cial authority to push for social reform outside electoral channels, because
women did not yet have the vote. But unlike the antebellum reformers,
who effected social change through private institutions and “moral suasion,”
Progressive women embraced the public sphere by turning to the state. Be-
fore the Nineteenth Amendment for women’s suffrage was finally ratified in
1920, women suffragists held street parades, open-air meetings, and pickets
outside the White House, using tactics they had learned in part from the
flamboyant English suffragists Emmaline and Christabel Pankhurst.*®

The suffragists’ colorful tactics mirrored the spectacular display of the
female body at the circus. Josie DeMott Robinson, a bareback rider, played
an active role in the suffrage movement; at rallies, she posed atop her rear-
ing horse for publicity photographs.*® Circus day, with huge crowds, was a
highly visible occasion on which to promote the vote. On the Fourth of July
in 1912, members of the Wisconsin Woman’s Suffrage Association drove an
automobile to the Ringling Bros. circus grounds in Racine, where they were
well received by circus employees. The suffragists spent their day distribut-
ing literature to the circus crowd.*”

Women’s public activism occurred alongside growing popular references
to sexuality. In 1913 the magazine Current Opinion proclaimed that it was
“Sex O’Clock in Americal”*® At dance halls across the nation, young, un-
married women and men danced closely, doing the turkey trot and the slow
shimmy with abandon. Built in 1897, Coney Island’s Steeplechase amuse-
ment park offered young couples plenty of opportunities to kiss and hug
in the dark, meandering “Tunnel of Love.”?* The vaudeville actresses Eva
Tanguay and Gertrude Hoffmann portrayed themselves as worldly “per-
sonalities.”* In his first visit to the United States in 1909, Sigmund Freud
postulated that sexuality was the defining aspect of the human experience,
from infancy to old age. After 1910 a group of young intellectuals known
as the Greenwich Village sex radicals denounced state-sanctioned monoga-
mous marriages in favor of multiple sexual partnerships.

Progressive purity reformers were called to action partly because of new
attitudes about female desire. During the nineteenth century, Victorian so-
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cial theorists believed bourgeois women to be asexual; consequently, re-
formers saw prostitution as a “necessary evil,” a way to quell the potentially
dangerous sexual appetite of the white male. But by 1900 social theorists
viewed all women —regardless of race or class—as sexual beings, capable of
amative feelings and able to satisfy their husbands’ passions, which rendered
the prostitute’s services obsolete. The English sexologist Havelock Ellis
(Studies in the Psychology of Sex, 6 vols., 1897-1910) and the Swedish theorist
Ellen Key (Love and Marriage, 1911), argued that women’s sexual passions
equaled men’s. In this intellectual context, the “necessary evil” had become
the intolerable “social evil.” Local red-light abatement acts (beginning in
1909) and the federal Mann Act (1910) attempted to legislate prostitution
out of existence.”

The rise of the physical-culture movement also challenged older ideals
about female sexuality. Just as women’s public activism contradicted pre-
vailing notions about separate spheres, women’s athleticism at the turn of
the century confounded the standard of the neurasthenic, asexual woman.
After she suffered a series of emotional breakdowns, Charlotte Perkins Gil-
man’s husband subjected her to the monotonous “rest cure.” But Gilman
regained her strength and sanity only when she went back to her writing
and her exercise routine at the gymnasium.’® Susan Cahn has noted that
the women’s physical-culture movement experienced some of its growth at
new women’s and coeducational colleges. The number of women attend-
ing college increased from 11,000 in 1870 to 85,000 in 1900 to 283,000 in
1920.*° In a collegial setting, young women played basketball, baseball, ten-
nis, and golf. Wage-earning women also participated in athletic activities.
Factory managers extolled women’s physical-education programs at the
workplace to foster increased productivity and company loyalty. Settlement
house workers, YWCA chapters, and local members of the Playground As-
sociation of America (1906) organized athletic events for urban children
to promote better physical and moral health. Furthermore, the Progres-
sive advocates of the playground movement may have designed urban play
areas with the circus in mind: children could build their bodies and spirits
by twirling on the Roman rings, or swinging on a tiny trapeze, just like
well-toned circus acrobats.

Physical-education reformers posited that female athletic activity was
crucial to moral, physical, and even “racial” well-being. During the “bi-
cycle craze” of the late 1880s and 1890s, thousands of women took up the
novel pastime of bicycling. Frances Willard, leader of the Woman’s Chris-
tian Temperance Union, learned how to ride at the age of fifty-three. New
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women’s magazines frequently mentioned women’s athleticism with ex-
citing stories about exploring the world, training animals, or climbing
mountains: “How I Climbed a 14,000-Foot Mountain,” by Dora Keen, tri-
umphantly recounted Keen’s dangerous adventures on the Weisshorn in
Switzerland.”* In the context of women’s participation in physical fitness,
and the concurrent growth of a leisure culture in which a greater number
of women became tourists, the lady thrill act—in which a woman rode a bi-
cycle on a high wire or climbed a mountain—demonstrated women'’s public
physicality in American culture.

But female athleticism had its share of critics. Despite the medical profes-
sion’s general praise for the bicycle, several authorities claimed that cycling
caused tremendous reproductive damage, specifically uterine displacement.
Moreover, bicycle saddles reportedly allowed women to masturbate while
riding, thereby reducing procreative desire and hastening the decline of
native-born fecundity** Still others charged that repeated cycling could
create an ugly “bicycle face,” characterized by a hard, clenched jaw and
bulging eyes. Similarly, one commentator asserted that “circus face” was
a malady brought on by excessive female athleticism under the big top.*
Physicians and intellectuals called the female athlete and the “New Woman”
a danger to traditional notions of domestic propriety.*” The scientific com-
munity often represented them as “mannish,” a liminal “third sex” neither
female or male.*® Theodore Roosevelt and the president of Clark University,
G. Stanley Hall, both claimed that the progress of American civilization de-
pended in part upon preserving sexual differentiation. They flatly stated
that women should spend their reproductive lives as wives and mothers
while men should dominate public life. Roosevelt, for one, growled, “When
men fear work or fear righteous war, when women fear motherhood, they
tremble on the brink of doom; and well it is that they should vanish from
the earth.”** In line with this logic, the New Woman was seen as largely re-
sponsible for “race suicide,” because she delayed or refused motherhood in
favor of higher education, paid labor, and public activism.** But the maga-
zine Ladies Home Calisthenics (1890) argued that athletic activity in fact di-
minished the threat of race suicide, because female athletes were strong,
healthy, and able to bear larger families.*

In the milieu of the women’s physical-culture movement, audiences could
read circus women’s meager dress as a function of wholesome athleticism.
Physical-fitness advocates argued that women’s bodies should be free of
tight, cumbersome clothing. An anticorset movement began in the 1830s
and gained wide acceptance among physical-culture proponents by the end
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of the century*® Nineteenth-century anticorset advocates included Cath-
arine Beecher, Dioclesian Lewis, and Thomas Wentworth Higgins, who
charged that this fashionable device was responsible for respiratory diffi-
culties, bodily malformations, and reproductive failure. The traveling phre-
nologist and nineteenth-century impresario Orson Fowler claimed that
“tight lacing” caused shortness of breath, sexual excitement, and delirium:
“Who does not know that, therefore, tight-lacing around the waist keeps the
blood fiom returning freely to the heart, and retains it in the bowels and
neighboring organs, and thereby inflames all the organs of the abdomen, which
thereby excites amative desires?” (emphasis in original).*®

Around 1900 visual images of uncorseted female athletes were increas-
ingly common, both in publications of the physical-culture movement and
on the pages of the Police Gazette. Bernarr Macfadden, an athlete, publish-
ing mogul, and huckster, placed photographs of unbound female athletes
throughout the pages of his popular magazine Physical Culture to boost cir-
culation rates. When Macfadden assumed management of the magazine in
1899, its anemic circulation was approximately 8,000. By 1901 Macfadden’s
vigorous marketing tactics and pictures of nearly nude women had caused
circulation to skyrocket over 100,000!**

The genesis of the American empire provided an important sociopolitical
context in which circus proprietors could promote female nudity as instruc-
tive. Women’s increased participation in the public sphere and the rise of
physical culture enhanced circus women'’s public viability. But they alone do
not sufficiently explain why showmen focused on the female performer as
a symbol of the circus’s propriety, because women in other areas of popular
culture were still regulated. Anthony Comstock, for one, arrested Macfad-
den shortly before the Physical Culture Show of 1905 in New York City
for presenting “lewd” pictures of reclining athletic women dressed in union
suits and a man dressed in a leopard-skin breech cloth.** But popular images
of exotic nudity in toys, games, storybooks, and ethnological exhibits be-
came increasingly commonplace once the United States gained control of
noncontiguous territories after the Civil War and the Spanish-American
War.

World’s fair organizers, the publishers of National Geographic (1888), and
circus impresarios alike used nonwhite women’s bodies to make educational
claims. Racial “color” defined the degree of nudity that was deemed appro-
priate for display. National Geographic, for one, in 1896 first published photo-
graphs of bare-breasted black women.*® Euroamericans easily accepted such
photographs of women of color as edifying, while topless white women were
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found only at seedy carnival cooch shows and nascent strip joints—not on
the pages of a decent magazine or big “Sunday School” circus. National Geo-
graphic first photographed topless white women in the 1980s—and then
only from behind!*” Turn-of-the-century impresarios, however, still drew
public attention to seminude white female bodies, but they used different
strategies to do so.

“THE LADY DAINTY” UNDER THE BIG TOP

How did turn-of-the-century showmen transform the female circus ath-
lete into a highly publicized “queen of the arena” Looking at posters and
press releases, one might conclude that women dominated the circus, be-
cause female aerialists, rope walkers, bareback riders, animal trainers, and
acrobats were omnipresent in circus advertising. But these marketing ef-
forts were disproportionate to women’s actual numbers. For instance, in
1891 Adam Forepaugh employed thirty male and twelve female big-top per-
formers.** Barnum & Bailey’s circus in 1896 had sixty-two male and thirty-
four female principal big-top players, in addition to approximately 1,000
chorus members and many sideshow acts.*’

Proprietors employed sentimental discourses of domesticity to neutral-
ize the sexualized presence of strong, seemingly placeless circus women,
who publicly exhibited themselves for pay in front of huge crowds. The cir-
cus woman supposedly abhorred modern life and shunned crowded cities
during the off-season.’® Circus press agents paid special attention to the
origins of big-top women as a way to mitigate the possible public impres-
sion that circus women were anonymous, roving exhibitionists. Yet circus
promoters paid little attention to the origins and social standing of the
male acts. Circus media emphasized that the female performer never trav-
eled alone; during the show season, her parents, brother, or husband invari-
ably accompanied her, often appearing with her under the big top. Hardly a
woman on the loose, she remained under the protective gaze of her family.

Showmen billed the typical female big-top player as a member of an old,
distinguished family troupe, preferably from Europe (fig. 11). In contrast
to the itinerant, tented American circus, the European circus was consis-
tently respectable; intimate, one-ring productions took place in elaborate,
permanent circus buildings in front of royalty and upper-class audiences.
As a child, the American female big-top player reportedly learned her craft
from her parents, who had performed for the crowned heads of Europe. One
press release noted that over two-thirds of Barnum & Bailey’s acts were

C Respectable Female Nudity ] 93



Figure 11. “Grand Equestrian Tournament,” Barnum & Bailey, 1894. Crisp, fully

clad poster scenes of “expert high school” equestrienne skills— cross-country jumping, fox
hunting, and dressage—underscored showmen’s claims that circus women were refined.
(Lithograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permaission from
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey® The Greatest Show on Earth®
B+B-NL38-94-1F-1)

European, the majority of them English, and that the women of the circus
were “ladies . . . of good breeding.”*

Three circus stars of the early twentieth century, Josie DeMott Robin-
son, Lillian Leitzel, and May Wirth, came from old circus families. Robin-
son, an American bareback rider from the 1880s to the turn of the century,
was the product of a long line of illustrious French riders and horse trainers
who fraternized with Napoleon Bonaparte; Robinson grew up around the
circus because her parents owned the DeMott and Ward Circus.*® Born in
Breslau, Germany, in 1892, Leitzel became an aerialist as a child and per-
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formed with her mother, Elinor Pelikan, a Czech aerialist. As part of her
mother’s troupe, the Leamy Ladies (named after their American manager,
Edward T. Leamy), Leitzel came to the United States in 1908 and debuted
with the Ringling Bros. circus in 1915 as a solo artist.”* May Wirth, an
Australian bareback rider born in 1894, was the daughter of impoverished,
itinerant circus players. After May’s parents separated when she was seven
years old, she was adopted by the Wirths, a well-established Australian cir-
cus family. When May opened as a center-ring star for Ringling Bros. in
1912, press releases did not dwell on her indigent early childhood (which
was well known in Australia, where some speculated that she was an ab-
original), but instead depicted her as a member of an old foreign circus
family.5*

Circus media stressed female players’ class status. Unlike many male big-
top stars, or circus owners who promoted themselves as industrious “rags-
to-riches” characters, female circus stars were supposed to be born into
respectability. Upward mobility was a trope of the male capitalist, not the
female performer. Barnum & Bailey’s aerialist Nettie Carroll was reported
to be a member of an aristocratic Ohio family. Beautiful “in face and form,”
Carroll was from the “smartest set,” yet she chose the travel and excite-
ment of circus life, despite her mother’s desire that she settle down and get
married.”” Isabella Butler, an American who performed the “Dip of Death”
with Barnum & Bailey from 1906 to 1908, was a “refined” student studying
medicine at Vassar College.”® Programs described Miss Lotta Jewel, a rider
with the Carl Hagenbeck circus in 1906, as a paragon of elite American
womanhood: “Miss Lotta Jewel is a splendid type of Gibsonesque American
beauty and an ardent devotee of the invigorating and health-giving-out-of-
door-life. A personal fortune has made possible liberal indulgence in her
favorite pastimes—riding and driving—and she is the proud possessor of
the finest stable of privately owned roadsters and saddle horses in New York
City”

The unmarried woman performer was reportedly on the threshold of
marriage. Days before a circus arrived, press agents like Barnum & Bailey’s
Tody Hamilton flooded local papers with titillating “inside” stories about
circus women, such as “Quits Ballet for Fortune: Romance of an English
Girl Who Married against the Wishes of Her Parents,” “The Women of
the Circus: How They Live and Love,” and “Big Circus Tents Cover a Very
Pretty Circus Romance: Fair Italian Acrobat Wears Her Lover’s Picture on
Her Collar: He Holds a Trusted Position.”*® In addition to heightening the
audience’s curiosity, these stories presented the single female big-top player
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as a decent lady, who desired domesticity over the transient and potentially
liberating life of sawdust and spangles.

Marriage was good publicity fodder, not limited to circus women; press
agents frequently advertised impending nuptials for animal stars as well.
The tantalizing prospect of sexual activity in captivity motivated animal
“weddings” and drew big crowds to the menagerie. Primates, in particular,
were popular subjects. A new scientific category in 1758, the order Primates
had long been a metaphor, as the historian Donna Haraway has shown, for
the politics of gender, race, class, and empire.* The union of two chimpan-
zees, Chiko “the $10,000.00 Chimpanzee”®° and Johanna, dominated Bar-
num & Bailey’s press releases in December 1893 while the menagerie was
stationed at Central Park. Although the chimp couple never got closer than
eight feet from each other,” press agents wrote detailed accounts about
their physical interaction: Chiko was sexually aggressive while Johanna was
chaste; yet she had a “grip like steel,” and the couple fought furiously at
their first meeting. One headline fairly shouted: “Chiko Wanted to Shake
Hands but When Johanna Resented His Familiarity, He Nearly Tore His
Lady Chimpanzee’s Ear Off.”°* Johanna humorously “aped” human conven-
tions: “['She does whatever she sees people doing about her, as if anxious to
get into the ‘swim’ of human society. She wears skirts and housewrappers,
smokes cigarettes, stirs her toddy with a spoon, and drinks it off like a
seasoned old justice.”®® Circus writers waxed melodramatic when Chiko
abruptly died at the end of the 1894 season: “His widow now bemoans her
fate / He was so cute and slick, O! / And wears her mourning ‘up to date, /
For was he not her Chiko?”** Johanna’s keeper, Matt McKay, observed that
the grieving chimpanzee covered her eyes “with almost perfectly shaped
hands” for nearly one month after Chiko’s death.*®

At the circus, animals were templates for human desire, for social
norms and transgressions. Johanna, the strong, earthy chimp, caricatured
the strict gender constructions that constricted her human coworkers: she
was stronger than her husband, smoked cigars, and drank alcohol. But race
shaped gender stereotypes, even in the “raceless” animal world, because
press agents used the same stereotypes to describe Johanna that they used
to advertise nonwhite women: Johanna was immodest and was brawnier and
bolder than men (fig. 12). For that matter, Johanna and Chiko were caged
next to people of color at the ethnological congress.

In another section of the same menagerie tent, the “Happy Family” pre-
sented a startling scene of domestic bliss (fig. 13). First presented at travel-
ing menageries, this group of mortal animal enemies positioned together in
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Figure 12. “Chiko and Johanna, Etlmological Congress,” Barnum & Bailey, 1894.

Caged next to people of color from around the world, the two primates were racially
scripted to represent a living evolutionary continuum. (Lithograph courtesy of
Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and
Barnum & Bailey® The Greatest Show on Earth,® B+B-NL38-94-1F-5)

the same cage became popular at P. T. Barnum’s American Museum (1841-
68). There, on the fifth floor, Barnum exhibited his own “Happy Family”: a
mélange of drowsy, well-fed monkeys, dogs, rats, cats, pigeons, owls, por-
cupines, guinea pigs, cocks, and hounds, all in the same large cage in front
of thousands of self-styled “happy families” each day.’®

In contrast to the animals, the placeless Euroamerican female circus stars
purportedly preferred life at home. These women reportedly had tea and
sewing clubs, and according to one writer, “The thoughts of many of them
as they go flying through hoops, or whirling through the air on a trapeze,
are in some faraway home with their children.”®” In a press release, Mrs.
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Figure 13. “Happy Famaly,” or “Monkey Play, P. T: Barnum’s Circus, Museum,
and Menagerte, 1887. A staple of traveling menageries since the eighteenth century, this
scene of domestic bliss inverted ordinary relationships of predator and prey: a bear cradles
a pig and cats sit next to mice. (Interior program illustration courtesy of
Buffalo Bill Historical Center, Cody, Wyo., MiS6.Davidson.10)

George O. Starr, a former bareback rider, and “Zazel,” a cannonball stunt
artist who was married to a Barnum & Bailey manager, advertised the up-
right circus woman:*® “The domestic instinct is very strong among circus
women, for the reason that they are deprived of home life a great part of
every year. She finds an outlet in many little ways, one of which is an appeal
to the chef'in charge of the dining car to be allowed to bake a cake. . .. [In
some instances ] [i]t isn’t all unusual for them to go to one of the houses
along near the track and ask the woman who lives there to let them use her
kitchen. Almost always they get permission and afterwards pay her for it.
They sew too, and many do pretty exceedingly fancy work.”®®

In an interview with troupe members of the Barnum & Bailey circus in
1908, Harriet Quimby characterized the backstage environment as “whole-
some,” filled with modest females, many of them mothers whose children
were also part of the production. Barnum & Bailey’s press agent Dexter Fel-
lows claimed that backstage one would “see the domestic side of a circus.” ™
Dixie Willson, a secondary big-top player who rode in the opening spec-
tacle, or tournament, with the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey in 1921,
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spent the $22 that she earned in her first paycheck™ on curtains, pictures, a
potted plant, silk pillows, and a rose-colored lamp for her four-by-six-foot
home on the circus train.” May Wirth, wearing her trademark pink bow
in her bobbed brown hair as she performed a full forward somersault mid-
gallop atop her horse, was portrayed as a sweet, shy young woman (fig. 14).
After her marriage to Frank White (who took her surname) in 1919, not
only was May the greatest woman rider in the world, she was reported to
be a devoted wife, a sentiment captured nicely in this radio interview from
1942, five years after Wirth retired from the circus: “It was quite another
kind of accident which took me out of the circus. . . . I fell in love. . . . Now
I have a home in Forest Hills. We still have the horses and I still ride once
in a while. But my main interest is discovering appetizing salads, planting
successful flower gardens and tending to spring housecleaning.”™

Despite well-publicized claims of happy, nomadic family life, several cir-
cuses prohibited young (i.e. nonperforming) children from traveling with
the show. In 1916 the bear trainers Emil Pallenberg and his wife were forced
to leave their two-week-old son Emil Jr. on a farm in Connecticut for Bar-
num & Bailey’s show season.™ Jules Turnour, a clown, sadly recalled the
death of his beloved son faraway in New York while Turnour was on the
road. Just before going on to a packed house, he received a telegram from
his wife saying that his son was gravely ill. “There I stood in fool’s garb,
with the hot tears streaming down my make-up. I heard a voice say merrily:
‘Come, Jules, we're waiting for you. So I had to go out into that crowded
arena with a breaking heart, and disport myself that the mob might laugh—
playing with a dummy [rag’] child while my own lay dying.”™

Publicity pieces invariably mentioned the husbands of female stars to
prove that women’s primary loyalties lay with their husbands. Yet the reality
contradicted these images. In 1906 Barnum & Bailey managers hailed Josie
DeMott Robinson as a courageous heroine: Robinson had been retired from
the circus from 1890 to 1905 after marrying Charles Robinson, son of the
showman John Robinson, and reportedly returned as a noble way of easing
her husband, a former politician, out of debt. In the words of one head-
line: “From Home of Riches to the Bareback Ring: Left Circus Ring as Rich
Man’s Bride: Returns to Aid Husband: Josie DeMott, Somersaulting Eques-
trian, Aiding Husband, the Son of Showman Robinson to Retrieve Losses.” 7
But in reality, Robinson came back to the circus because she found married
life as a “gillie” (circus outsider) suffocating. Through marriage and retire-
ment, she had become a “mummy,” “choked and imprisoned by corsets and
fashion.”” While in retirement, she took up bicycling to regain her strength
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Figure 14. May Wirth, ca. 1924—27. 4 circus star in America since her center-ring debut

with Ringling Bros. in 1912, Wirth engaged in strenuous bareback riding, contradicting
showmen’s attempts to market her as dainty and demure. (Photograph courtesy of
Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., BBK-N45-WTHM-28)



and to avoid the corset, but ultimately Robinson was set free only when
she left her husband and returned to the circus ring. Robinson felt that the
circus was a haven: “I knew that world. I loved it, and I felt safe there.”™®

Images of Annie Oakley were equally paradoxical —domestic and norma-
tive on the one hand, subversive on the other. Playing “Little Sure Shot” at
Buffalo Bill's Wild West (1885-1902), Oakley was reported to be “the sweet
heart of the entire male population of the country.” ™ Proprietors advertised
her as a homebody and true patriot who performed pro bono for American
troops during World War 1.*° Her brother recalled that Oakley was “quick
as a cat” in shooting, but nonetheless: “She was always a lady, always re-
served and always modest. Wouldn’t tie her shoes in front of a stranger. She
was always a Christian, and she said her prayers every night on her knees,
wherever she was, just like a trusting little child.”® Press agents depicted
Oakley as a happy, devoted wife to her husband, Frank Butler, who fre-
quently performed with her. Yet as the theater historian Tracy Davis points
out, endangering her husband was a central part of Oakley’s act. During
her seventeen years with Buffalo Bill, Oakley frequently used Butler as her
target—she shot apples off his head, or razed the ashes off his cigarette
while he smoked. Furthermore, Oakley chose to perform in full, stereotypi-
cal western wear— cowboy hat, long skirt, vest, long-sleeved blouse, and
boots—rejecting the brief garb of the circus woman. Press agents rarely
noted Butler’s part in Oakley’s act, instead focusing on Oakley’s good char-
acter and legendary self-taught shooting skills.** Although showmen likely
intended such promotions to diffuse the unsettling implications of a wife
symbolically shooting her husband in public, these containment strategies
were sometimes unsuccessful. For one, Hearst newspapers reported in 1903
that Oakley was a cross-dressing thief. But Oakley triumphed in the end
after she sued Hearst for libel and won.**

Impresarios extended women’s love of domesticity to female animal
trainers. Articles delighted in revealing that many lady lion tamers were
afraid of mice and spiders.** Contemporary magazines acknowledged that
the image of a “gentle” woman handling wild beasts was arousing: “When
we go to see a woman run these risks, we give secret play to barbaric emo-
tions which in spite of years of civilization are yet latent in us.”* Female ani-
mal trainers and handlers were generally more physically interactive with
their beasts than male trainers. Lucia Zora, whose husband Fred Alispaw
taught her how to train animals with the Sells-Floto circus, performed sev-
eral daring acts with her elephants and big cats. Her most spectacular act in-
volved riding atop the tusks of Snyder, the killer elephant, while he stood on
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Figure 15. “Great Groups of Trained Wild Beasts,” Barnum & Bailey, 1915. Sexually

suggestive circus posters commonly depicted women trainers like Mademotselle Adgie as
more physically interactive with their nonhuman charges than male trainers. Here she
performs the “tango” with one of her lions. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World
Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL39-15-1F-5)

his hind legs.*® Mabel Stark recalled that she got her first circus job with the
Al Barnes circus in 1913 because the manager, Al Sands, thought that Stark,
a petite blonde, would look alluring to audiences while she handled nasty
tigers.’” Stark created the first circus wrestling act with a tiger, in which she
and Rajah (whom she raised from a cub) rolled around the sawdust arena
to music.** Although women trainers wore protective paramilitary clothing
during their acts, lithographs often depicted them in bare, glittering garb
(fig. 15). Like their male cohorts, women animal trainers proudly recounted
their stoicism. Stark recalled many instances of finishing her act with blood
pouring into her boots from her lacerated thighs and calves while smiling
calmly at the audience. Stark asserted, “I am not afraid. I like the challenge
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of [the cats™] roaring defiance. . . . I know that my will is stronger than
their rippling muscles.”® Stark’s bravado notwithstanding, programs re-
ferred to her as “the Lady Dainty in a den of ferocious tigers.”*° And despite
the “masculine” strength and cool calm required for performing animal acts
with elephants, bears, and big cats, showmen used these stunts to heighten
prescribed gender differences. Women usually worked with smaller, non-
threatening animals such as birds and dogs. The equestrienne and trainer
Ella Bradna performed the “Act Beautiful,” in which a bevy of trained birds,
horses, and dogs assisted Bradna, the “Lady Dainty of the arena,” in a “most
beautiful and altogether delightful display of color and charm.”**

Circus women also performed with automotive “brutes” and, in the 1920s,
airplanes. The brothers Charles and J. Frank Duryea were bicycle engi-
neers who built the first workable American gasoline-powered automo-
bile in 1893; in the early twentieth century Henry Ford created affordable
American cars based on European models like the 1901 Mercedes. Ford
was so deluged with orders for his 1906 Model N that he was motivated
to introduce his Model T in 1908, a more economical and reliable car®® In
this technological environment, the circus coupled this new mode of trans-
portation with another nascent technology: flight. From 1905 to 1908 Bar-
num and Bailey featured the “L’Auto-Bolide, “The Dip of Death,” a chilling,
highly dangerous automobile act in which the driver raced down a steep
track, ending in a free-falling somersault before the car landed upright on a
different track (fig. 16).°’ The stunt required complicated machinery: a four-
story dromedary-shaped steel structure which held a forty-foot chasm—to
be crossed by the somersaulting auto. The car was raised to the top of the
platform with a cable in front of the audience, so that the crowd could “see
the machine and study its construction.” The driver, a French woman named
Mademoiselle Mauricia de Tiers, entered the car at the top of the platform,
sped down the steep track, performed the loop-de-loop, and landed upright
on the other side of the track.’* At San Francisco in 1905, “most of the crowd
were satisfied that the quiet little French girl was flirting with the ferry-
man of the Styx when she trusted herself entirely to the laws of inertia.
There was a universal sigh of relief when the dip of death was accomplished
safely.”

These acrobatic female stunt drivers were ubiquitous in circus advertise-
ments. Tiers and Isabella Butler, the American woman who replaced her in
1906, were the subject of hundreds of Barnum & Bailey stories published
throughout the United States and Canada. In all, impresarios described
these women as small, beautiful, and well-bred “heroines,” who were vulner-
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Figure 16. “LAuto Bolide,” Barnum & Bailey, 1905. Transforming the already novel

automobile into a flying object, this thrill act, as the poster suggests, was incredibly
dangerous and expensive. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis.,
with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL389-05-1F-4)

able yet fearless New Women. To prevent audiences from becoming bored
with the lone flipping automobile, Barnum & Bailey’s proprietors expanded
the perilous act for the 1908 season: now two women, the sisters Caroline
and Nettie Rague, drove separate cars down a 60 percent grade on separate
tracks, one underneath the other. One car somersaulted across a twenty-
foot chasm while the other simultaneously shot out straight beneath it. Both
landed on the other side of the track at the same time.*

Women'’s costuming was another vehicle for domestication and eroti-
cism. Circus media constantly justified bare apparel with stories about
healthy, wholesome female circus athletes. Brief clothing was also critical
to the safety of circus women, who somersaulted atop galloping horses,
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twirled through space from the flying trapeze, gyrated madly on the Ro-
man rings, and pranced around on the high wire forty feet aloft (fig. 17).
In addition, performers and proprietors justified scant dress as evidence of
good character. Julia Lowanda, a popular Cuban-born bareback rider at the
turn of the century, reasoned that the circus woman’s athletic activity made
her more seemly than the society woman: “We never keep the shockingly
late hours of the society maiden or matron, and the fact that we live almost
entirely in the open air makes us strong and healthy. In fact, instead of being
dyspeptic and irritable, we find life worth living and we are cheerful.”*” A
Hagenbeck-Wallace circus program also pointed to female circus athletes’
vigor: “Circus women . . . keep in good health by taking two or three cold
baths daily in the dressing tents and by plenty of physical exercise out of
doors.” %

In the ring, the nearly nude female body was both sexually attractive and
strong. Yet outside the ring, showmen classified these muscular bodies into
normative categories. Josie DeMott Robinson recalled that upon leaving the
ring in her scanty costume, she was required to don a long skirt immedi-
ately: “Of course skirts would endanger our lives when we were performing
so scanty attire was the thing, but the minute the act was over out came the
long skirt or cloak immediately, and I was told not to be so immodest as to
stand around half naked. There was no sense in it.”*°

Impresarios used well-publicized employee conduct rules to bolster their
claims of female propriety. Many work rules applied exclusively to women
and dictated their off-duty dress and bedtime. Robinson remembered that
even allowing a man to help her put on her coat was forbidden.® However,
men were generally exempt from such rules. As a bachelor, the trick rider
Al Mann freely fraternized with local women while the circus was in town.

He dated several women and was often invited to family dinners."”"

Among
circus women, ballet girls received special scrutiny. The work contract for
Kathy Edwards, a ballet girl for the Ringling Bros. in 1918, detailed a series
of supplementary regulations for ballet girls that did not apply to male em-
ployees. If Edwards violated these rules, she could have been fired and easily
replaced: “3) Ladies should be in sleeping cars at a reasonable hour after
the night performance, as per instructions from Ballet Master. 4) Board and
sleeping accommodations being furnished by Ringling Bros., all ladies are
expected regularly and orderly to avail themselves of same. 5) Male com-
panions during hours when not on duty, strictly prohibited. 6) Flirting and
boisterous conduct at all times and places, prohibited.”'*® Other contracts
specified that ballet girls be “neat and modest in appearance. . . . Do not
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Figure 17. May Wirth (left) and Lillian Leitzel, 1924. Tights and short dress were
sensible clothing for circus performers, allowing them complete freedom of movement.
(Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., BBK-N45-WTHM-14)



dress in a flashy, loud style; [g7irls must not stop at Hotels at any time.
... The excuse of ‘accidental’ meetings [with male members of the Show
Company’] will not be accepted.”'®® These regulations were marked with
an endnote where the Ringling Bros. management justified its policies: “If
some of the rules seem harsh and exacting, please remember —experience
has taught the management that they are necessary. It is intended to protect
the girls in every possible way. Good order and good behavior are necessary,
if you are to be comfortable and happy.”'**

Big-top women also enforced unwritten codes of conduct among them-
selves. While working as a statue girl for Barnum & Bailey in 1916, Tiny
Kline observed that nude bathing was “taboo” in the ladies” dressing room.
“[Alccording to the rules of those ladies—the aristocrats—[star big-top
acts ] who dictated the ‘laws’; no self-respecting female would disrobe com-
pletely, without the shield of a kimono or bath-robe which was kept over
her constantly during her bath. She would remove her outer garments and
immediately get under the robe, which, hanging from her shoulders, served
as a private bath-house while removing her under garments, then fasten-
ing it under the arms she would proceed with her bath.”**® Kline and the
statue girls, however, bathed completely nude in a cramped area partitioned
off from the rest of the ladies” dressing room: the successful removal of the
sticky greasepaint required total nudity so that everything nearby would be
kept free of paint. Kline observed that the self-imposed mandate on modesty
was vigorously enforced, suggesting that codes of virtuous conduct were
not simply imposed by domineering proprietors but were internalized by
the players themselves.'*

To demonstrate to the rest of the world that circus women were well
policed, proprietors freely publicized their stringent female conduct rules.
An article in the Evening Telegram in New York City referred to the rules in
a long defense of the circus woman’s high scruples: “Circus women belong
to that vast majority that will have ‘Misunderstood’ put on as headstones.
It is a curious thing that the general impression of these women of the saw-
dust is that they live as high as they swing or jump and that figuratively
speaking their existence is one prolonged vortex of spangles and tights. As
a matter of fact, nothing could be more erroneous. . .. Don’t you see that no
women could lead more protected lives? . . . And when you remember that
a circus woman is almost invariably married, and that her husband is with
her, you will see that the moral standard of the profession is high.”'*”

Posters occasionally depicted women acts in long, flowing gowns and
puffy, high-collared shirtwaists —clothing which was extremely dangerous
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if worn in performance. Months before a show date, rural and urban resi-
dents saw these curious poster scenes depicting fully skirted women whirl-
ing off the trapeze, or poised atop a horse. A few acts, such as the Meers sis-
ters (Ouika and Mari), did perform equestrian acts in street dress: a Barnum
& Bailey program in 1896 promised a performance “with grace and skill
while costumed in long skirts, all the difficult feats executed by the famed
male riders.”'*® That same year, a lithograph advertising the Arrigosi Sis-
ters, an iron jaw and trapeze act with the Forepaugh & Sells Brothers circus,
depicted the sisters twisting, bending, and flying through midair in long
dresses: “First American Appearance of the Flying Wonders. The Arrigosi
Sisters. In Their Astonishing High Trapeze. Long Skirt Evolutions, Leaps
and Dives” (fig. 18).

Although such dangerous costuming was uncommon, press agents for
Barnum & Bailey waged a media campaign about a fictional “gowning revo-
lution” from 1904 to 1906. Press releases stated that several principal female
performers, led by the star equestrienne Rose Wentworth, preferred the
latest Paris fashions—complete with hair worn long in bows and combs—
to traditional circus garb. From all accounts, this trend was a smash with
audiences.'”® Newspapers reported that Wentworth mastered wearing the
cumbersome long skirt in the arena by eliminating the hoops and learning
how to jump a horse in her street clothes."® These articles, however, vari-
ously identified the founder of the “movement” as Wentworth, Josie DeMott
Robinson, or someone else, thus making the entire “gowning revolution”
suspect. All accounts stressed the sudden absence of tights at the newly
clothed circus: “There are tights, plenty of them, but they again, are almost
the exclusive trademark of the merry . . . burlesquer.”""" Circus press agents
sought to distance their productions from “tawdry” burlesque shows fea-
turing “bold” talking women who jeered at their audiences. In contrast, the
circus lady was almost always silent during her act.

But these fashionable, fully clad circus women were provocative in many
respects: presented as high-society women, they had athletic skills that
were heightened by their ability to perform daring feats in long skirts—a
humorous inversion of normative behavior for women. Placed in an enter-
tainment space where bareness was the norm, formal street dress was un-
usual and provocative —the circus woman’s constant jostling on the trapeze,
high wire, or horse provided audiences with constant opportunities to
“peek” underneath her skirts. The gowning campaign kept audiences guess-
ing about what the circus woman really wore, creating anticipation for a
potential striptease: Would she be fully dressed or not? Or might she actu-
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Figure 18. “The Arrigosi Sisters,” Adam Forepaugh and Sells Brothers, 1896.

In an attempt to market their shows as “moral,” showmen occasionally depicted women
performers in_full gowns. Note the iron-jaw lady performing the “slide for life” down
a wire, and the vigorous trapeze work in the foreground. (Lithograph courtesy of
Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and
Barnum & Bailey,® The Greatest Show on Earth® A4PS-NL33-96-1F-2)

ally undress in front of the circus audience? Some contemporary vaudeville
companies and smaller circuses presented “disrobing” acts on the trapeze
and high wire; female aerialists wore layers of clothing which they speedily
abandoned until they were dressed in fleshlings and a leotard. On Janu-
ary 19, 1912, Lillian Leitzel's mother, Eleanor Pelikan, graced the cover of
Vanity Fair performing an iron jaw disrobing act. The magazine claimed that
the “Aerial Venus” would “carefully remove every part of her costume,” yet
she finished the act in basic circus garb."®

The circus press abruptly stopped its “revolution in gowning” campaign
in December 1906. Barnum & Bailey’s agent W. D. Coxey announced that
management had issued a moratorium on long skirts for the 1907 season.
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In line with other advocates of the cult of the strenuous life, Coxey now
argued, once again, that the well-muscled female body was healthful and
inspirational:

The human form, when it reaches a high form of symmetry and muscu-
lar development, is something to be proud of, whether in man or woman.
This old puritanical idea, that because a woman displayed her figure in
tights, she was outside the pale of society, has given way to a sane and
sensible admiration for the physically perfect woman. There is no rea-
son why tights should not be preferable to gowns in the circus arena. No
matter how clever the performer may be, long skirts interfere with the
free movement of the body. It is also a question of whether they are not
a serious detriment from the standpoint of health. Tights for women in
the circus are proper, modest, attractive, and hygienic, and a return to
them will be welcomed by the public."*®

Men also wore tights, but circus media generally ignored them. Yet
articles used tights to describe ballet girls in prurient terms, as a “prolonged
vortex of spangles and tights.”"* One headline screamed, “A Circus in Un-
dress.”™ Tights figured heavily in reportage about Miss Evetta Mathews,
an acrobatic English lady clown who performed with Barnum & Bailey in
1895. A proponent of physical culture, Mathews participated in “all of the
new woman’s fads” (including wearing bloomers) and “does everything a

man does to keep herself in proper trim” (plate 3).""°

But her most riveting
attribute was her “shocking” pink fleshlings. Allegedly, she strolled out of
the center ring at Madison Square Garden during her act and sat down in
a group of men. The ringmaster offered her $5 to return to the ring, but
she replied that a young man had offered her $10 to stay,"”” so why should
she leave? The press release then teased audiences into coming to see what
Mathews might do next: “There is nothing in her appearance to indicate
that she is a clown or a lady, but the appearance of pink tights at such short
range created almost a panic on the south side of the house.”""®* Mathews did
not see herself in such lurid terms, however. She thoroughly enjoyed her
life with the circus and viewed her success as evidence of women'’s ability
to excel in traditionally “male” fields:

I believe that a woman can do anything for a living that a man can do,
and I do it just as well as a man. All of my people laughed at me when I
told them that I was going into the ring as a clown; but they do not laugh
now when they see that I can keep an engagement all the time, and earn
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as much money and more than they can in their branches of the business.
I like the work and try to put ideas into it. Every day I think out some-
thing new and the management usually gives me pretty wide latitude.
My chief difficulty is making myself heard, but then nobody ever listens

to what a clown says; everything depends on the antics."®

Although circus women like Mathews gained a real sense of empower-
ment from their work, impresarios diminished their subversive potential
by positioning them back into more standardized representations of the
erotic female body. One could find this sort of normative female spectacle
across the show. In the free morning street parade, proprietors primarily
picked young, comely women to ride in the mounted sections. Older women
often appeared in “oriental” costumes but were told to wear veils over their
faces so as to hide their age from the spectators.'””® Some showmen doctored
posters of women to make them more salable. In the 1920s the Ringlings’
press agent Roland Butler used photographs of Ziegfeld Follies dancers in
place of the well-chiseled female circus stars in programs. Butler altered the
dancers’ faces so that they would resemble actual circus stars, while retain-
ing the curvaceous Ziegfeld bodies. Butler even substituted a full-length
picture of a “Follies” performer for that of a big-top performer, the famous
bareback rider Flora Bedini, who consequently did not speak to Butler for
nearly twenty years. “[Flora] was real circus,” Butler stated, “but she was
about as photogenic as a bagful of gravel. We couldn’t run anything like
that in the program.”**!

The normative exhibition of the female body reached its fullest form with
the ballet girl. Despite the pretensions of high culture that the title “bal-
let girl” implied, the job required little skill other than the ability to look
attractive in scant costumes. Harry Conlon, an electrician seeking employ-
ment with the Ringling Bros. in 1903, requested work as a ballet girl for
his wife, whom he described as “of very good appearance and very quick to
learn anything.” Managers responded by asking Conlon to send a picture
of his wife, along with details about her height, weight, and complexion;
they did not inquire about her skills as a performer.®* One former circus
owner, Fred Pfening Jr., recalled that during the days of the American Cir-
cus Corporation outfits (1921-29), circus managers used to refer to the day
when ballet girls were hired as “choosing day,” because owners and man-
agers would each “choose” a ballet girl to be their companion during the
season.'”®

Also known as “chorus girls,” and “oriental dancers,” sometimes over
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1,000 ballet girls were hired each year to participate in the morning parade,
dance in the opening spectacle or tournament, and perform other unspeci-
fied duties “as needed.” Supposedly, thousands of “aggressive and attractive”
women stormed Bolossy and Imre Kiralfy’s auditions in order to work at the
circus.””* Press agents lured potential audiences by crafting teasing stories
about vulnerable chorus girls who gazed directly at male audience mem-
bers: “A ... French [ballet] girl can find more accidental ways of looking a
man in the eye than are in the imagining power of most men, nor does the
young woman of the Kiralfy chorus glance quickly away when her glance
is met. She has nothing to be ashamed of. She was merely looking your
way. There’s no reason why she should stop, and then . . . around the cor-
ner of her mouth . . . and from somewhere near her paint-encircled eyes, a
friendly smile, and a sigh betokening helpless loneliness and suffering. And
the stranger finds himself right up in the blue [cheap seating area] line of
arena hustlers working their shoulders one way and another to get a place
for a better view.”'#*

Whether portraying a Moroccan concubine in “Columbus and the Dis-
covery of America” (1892), a South Asian nautch dancer (temple dancer)
in “The Durbar of Delhi” (1904), or the “Wizard Prince of Arabia” (1914),
the ballet girl wore heavy eyeliner, lipstick, a dark wig, and filmy, pseudo-
oriental costumes, all to render her a more “authentic” Other (fig. 19). Own-
ers consciously chose to costume the ballet girl in skimpy dress, though in
fact Islamic women were often garbed from head to toe, in accord with the
tenets of female modesty in the Shari’a (Islamic law). When planning the
Ringling Bros. spectacle “King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba” (1914),
Al and Charles Ringling recognized that the spec would be more cultur-
ally authentic if the ballet dresses were floor-length, but they nevertheless
agreed to shorten the dresses to the knee, because, according to Al, doing
so would “make the ballet look better.”*°

At first glance, it might seem that the circus’s emphasis on the ballet
girl’s sensuality would undermine its claims to highlight respectable white
womanhood. But as a disguised character, the ballet girl complemented
the racist writings of contemporary European and American theorists and
novelists. The best-selling author Thomas Dixon wrote that nonwhite races
were both promiscuous and violent.'”” At the same time, African Ameri-
can activists, including Addie Hunton, fought against these virulent stereo-
types in articles like “Negro Woman Defended.”*** In The Souls of Black Folk
(1908), W. E. B. Du Bois undermined racist explanations of black sexual
“Immorality” by analyzing the structural reasons—tenancy, debt, and other
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DAZZLI NG DANCING SCENE IN THE MAGICAL MIGHTY WORDLESS PLAY
COMBINING THE WEIRD WIZARDRY OF INDIA*ARABIA. IN OPULENT, ORIENTAL GRANDEUR.

Fuigure 19. “The Wizard Prince of Arabia,” Barnum & Bailey, 1914. As part of a

literal cast of thousands, Euroamerican ballet girls played an exotic, indeterminate racial

Other in these extravagant orientalist productions. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World
Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL39-14-1F-3)

forms of institutionalized racism—that forced African American women to
delay marriage and bear children out of wedlock.*

The racially masked ballet girl also resonated with broader imperial
imaginings. Edward Said observes that the sexually charged “oriental”
woman was a common character in nineteenth-century European fiction
who personified the alluring, geographically imprecise “Orient” as a liter-
ary sexual playground for repressed bourgeois European protagonists.”®® In
a similar spirit, Imre Kiralfy’s circus spec “Columbus and the Discovery of
America” (1892) depicted the ersatz Moroccan women as lascivious: “Our
tableau opens with King Boabdil EI Chico, surrounded by his wives, favor-
ites and slaves. . . . Presently music greets the ear, the female slaves begin
the slow, sensuous movements of oriental dances, while songs by female
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Figure 20. Albert Hodgini as “The Original Miss Dazisy,” 1907. Hodgini was

such a good drag bareback rider that he reportedly received marriage proposals from
European noblemen. (Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., BBRK-N45-HDGA-7)



slaves are heard accompanied by the wild, weird, mysterious music of quaint
instruments, and the scene gradually becomes one of splendour.”**!

The ballet girl’s persona was a model for other forms of popular culture.
The early movie producer Richard Fox paid white actresses to become ex-
plicitly provocative with makeup and scant dress— the tools of racial mask-
ing. In the years surrounding World War I the actress Theodosia Good-
man, a Jewish woman from Cincinnati, became “Theda Bara,” an anagram
for “Arab Death.” Bara’s birth was fictionalized and exoticized: she was born
“on the desert sands in the shadow of the Sphinx.” Her steamy performance
in 4 Fool There Was in 1915, based on Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The Vam-
pire,” created the word “vamp.”**

Gender masking was another element of disguise at the circus. Big-top
“women” who were really men were costumed and marketed in virtually
the same manner as “dainty darlings.” Reported to be extremely desirable,
they were also from good families. Albert Hodgini, sporting a cascade of
thick, long, brown curls, smooth skin, and a small, corseted waist, played the
“Original Miss Daisy” with the Ringling Bros. from 1908 to 1914 (fig. 20).
English by birth, Hodgini’s circus family tried to make itself more intrigu-
ing and salable by changing its name from Hodges to Hodgini, to capi-
talize on Anglo and American stereotypes of Italians as a racial Other.
To establish his credibility with the audience as a woman, Albert Hodgini
began his act by riding sidesaddle. Eventually, he performed a series of
handstands atop a horse, somersaulted madly, and then juggled a bunch of
bottles and plates while still riding the same horse. Reportedly, Hodgini at-
tracted wealthy male suitors who were later embarrassed once they found
that Miss Daisy was a man.”*® In some respects, Hodgini’s act was radi-
cal because it demonstrated that gender was a fluid, performative cate-
gory: wearing the correct clothing, makeup, and wig, Hodgini could play
female.

But Hodgini’s potential ability to cross gender boundaries was limited,
paradoxically, by the very gender norms that his act denaturalized. Hod-
gini’s act deftly brought potential gender transgressions back into the ru-
bric of respectability, because his gender play suggested that there was a
single standard of appropriate female appearance and comportment. Al-
though his identity as Miss Daisy was secret, press releases constantly
teased audiences about Hodgini's “real” identity by stating that Miss Daisy
performed stunts that a woman had yet to accomplish. When his male-
ness was eventually “discovered” by the circus press—ever hoping to in-
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crease a performer’s salability—Hodgini’s publicity photographs confirmed
his identity as a decent family man with a wife and two children (fig. 21). As
Judith Butler suggests, drag is not intrinsically subversive; instead, show-

men could use it to bolster social norms.”**

By 1920 the female big-top performer’s paradoxical image of domesticated
eroticism made her a perfect candidate to sell products in the new mod-
ern age of mass consumption. Several female circus performers, particularly
the big stars of the decade, May Wirth, Lillian Leitzel, and Bird Millman,
endorsed various products from sheet music to face cream. In programs,
advertisements for the Harry von Tilzer Music Publishing Co. splashed a
photograph of the Australian American bareback rider May Wirth and her
“great big hit” “When My Baby Smiles at Me” across the page. Advertise-
ments for the Leo Feist sheet music company described how the singing
wire walker Bird Millman performed her act to the popular tune “Peggy.”
The aerialist Lillian Leitzel pitched a cornucopia of products: Lysol, the
Walworth Stillson wrench, and Grandma Brown’s ginger tea tablets."

A highly visible presence in circus advertising during the 1920s, Lillian
Leitzel led an exciting romantic life that enhanced her popular appeal for
American consumers. She was married three times and divorced her first
two husbands—an anonymous property man and Clyde Ingalls, the Ring-
ling Bros. flamboyant sideshow manager. In 1927 she and her third hus-
band, Alfredo Codona, the handsome Mexican trapeze artist, were hailed as
the Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford of the circus. At the turn of the
century, when remnants of Victorian prudery remained in force, Leitzel’s
turbulent marital life might have been kept secret. But in the 1920s, the de-
tails of Leitzel’s romances were well known, enhancing her magnetic “per-
sonality” and her ability to sustain public interest.”®® Discussions of female
sexuality and desire were moving increasingly into the mainstream: edu-
cated Americans widely read the writings of Sigmund Freud and Have-
lock Ellis, greater numbers practiced birth control, and fertility rates con-
tinued falling. Contemporary advertising and movies brimmed with images
of independent, flirtatious “flappers” —pictured occasionally in swimsuits,
especially after Gertrude Ederle swam across the English Channel in 1926

in record time.”®”

In this social environment, press agents easily marketed
Leitzel as both a dynamic “personality” and a paragon of domesticity, de-
voted to her home on the road, pampering her bulldogs, nursing injured

animals, playing the piano, and telling stories to small children."®
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Figure 21. “Mr. and Mrs. Hodgini,” undated. From drag performer to family man,
Hodgini easily played both at the circus. (Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., BBK-N45-HDGA-S)



THE SIDESHOW AND ETHNOLOGICAL CONGRESS

Unlike the big top, where thousands of audience members sat far from the
constant action in the ring, the sideshow tent was small enough that patrons
could ask performers questions.”” At the sideshow, the player’s body —not
her athletic skill—was the source of her marketability. As a rule, showmen
categorized sideshow acts as either “born” (for the congenitally deformed
or racially exotic), or “made” (when the acts involved conscious bodily dis-
figurement, specifically tattooing or glass eating, among other stunts). The
sociologist Robert Bogdan notes that in an era before the professionaliza-
tion of medical science, the sideshow’s appeal lay in the ability of audi-
ences to judge for themselves what the freaks “had.”*° Likewise, the literary
scholar Rosemarie Garland Thomson suggests that the freak show itself
was a product of the “tensions of modernity,” because it threw into sharp
focus two competing worldviews: an older, religious one that viewed the
freak as a product of the supernatural, and a newer, rational, professional-
ized scientific one that pathologized physical abnormality.*!

Located inside the menagerie tent, the ethnological congress of “strange
and savage tribes” physically collapsed human and animal boundaries in
spectacular acts of Otherness like the sideshow (fig. 22). Zoological propri-
etors pioneered these systematic, full-blown exhibits of exotic people with
animals."*® In 1874 the German animal dealer and zoo owner Carl Hagen-
beck first incorporated “natives” into his foreign animal displays, after a
friend, the animal painter Heinrich Leutemann, suggested that a family of
Lapps would render a display of reindeer “most picturesque.”** In his mem-
oirs Hagenbeck recalled, “This seemed to me a brilliant idea. . . . My opti-
mistic expectations were fully realized; this first of my ethnographic exhi-
bitions was from every point of view a huge success. I attributed this mainly
to the simplicity with which the whole thing was organized, and to the com-
plete absence of all vulgar accessories. There was nothing in the way of a
performance.” ** Banking on the proven success of this sort of premeditated
“naturalness” and absence of “performance,” Barnum and London presented
their first ethnological congress in 1886, at which “even the best informed
and most intellectual had something to learn when visiting the show.”**
James Bailey, who planned the exhibit in 1885, sent two American agents
around the world to collect human specimens for future productions. Much
like Hagenbeck, Bailey claimed that he originally conceived of the ethno-
logical congress as scenery for his exhibit of sacred cattle from Thailand.
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Figure 22. “Ethnological Congress” (companion lithograph to fig. 12), Barnum & Bailey,

1894. Note the presence of the well-appointed Euroamerican families viewing the display
of the “strange and savage tribes” as an instructive exercise. (Lithograph courtesy of
Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum
& Bailey® The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL38-94-1F-6)

By surrounding the cows with authentic Siamese people, Bailey hoped to
render the cattle more “authentic.” *® Inspired by the great financial success
of similar ventures at international exhibitions—from Paris to Chicago—
Barnum & Bailey proprietors in 1894 expanded their ethnological displays
of people of color.*”

From fat ladies, bearded ladies, and lady giantesses to armless and leg-
less ladies, Euroamerican women freaks were seemly ladies in press re-
leases, in programs, and on postcards (which virtually all freaks sold to

supplement their income). “Fat Marie” Lil, a fat lady for Barnum & Bailey,
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presented herself as an innocent English school girl, wearing prim outfits
laden with ruffles. Articles detailed her “delightful” complexion, her vast
daily diet, her sensitivity and modesty: Lil always took her dinner in pri-
vate after people laughed at her inability to fit her knees under the table

t 148

at a restaurant.”® Newspaper articles described Lil’s love of food and her

desire to gain weight: at 389 pounds, Lil was still lighter than her mother,
who weighed 420 pounds. Her father, in contrast, was “a little, slim man.”**
Press releases might exaggerate a fat lady’s size or appetite, but she was
always presented as innocent, never sexually potent.

But the marriage of two freaks—whether real or staged as a publicity
stunt—kept audiences wondering about the bodily logistics of sexual ac-
tivity, much in the same manner that people speculated about sex between
circus animal “couples.” Bodily deformity, like animality and racial non-
whiteness, was a license, an acceptable avenue through which to discuss
sexuality.”® Press agents hinted at the possibility of sexual activity through
the conventional trope of marriage. Circuses commonly presented oppo-
sites together: the Skeleton Man and the Fat Lady, or midgets with giants,
like Ella Ewing, the eight-foot, four-inch “lady giantess,” with the twenty-
three-inch “Great Peter the Small” (fig. 23).

In circuses throughout the country, the fat lady commonly “married”
her sideshow coworker, the Skeleton Man. Hannah Battersby, who report-
edly weighed 600 pounds, was married to her fellow Barnum & Bailey
sideshow performer Jonathan Battersby, a “Living Skeleton” who weighed

seventy pounds.*”

Like Barnum’s highly publicized union of the midget
couple Lavinia Warren and Tom Thumb in 1863, marriages of this kind in
all likelihood enabled audiences to imagine the Fat Lady in sexual situa-
tions, particularly with the willowy Skeleton Man, whom she might crush
to death during sexual intercourse.

Outfitted in Victorian dress, motherhood and refinement defined the
Euroamerican bearded lady. Impresarios noted that Madame Josephine
Fortune Clofillia, a Swiss bearded lady (and one of P. T. Barnum’s first
hirsute acts in the 1850s), possessed official medical certificates confirm-
ing her two children’s births.”* Programs noted that Grace Gilbert was
desirable and had numerous marriage proposals, despite her full, flowing
beard. On stage since the age of twelve months as the bearded “Infant
Esau”**? (later the “Lady Esau”), Annie Jones was an accomplished musician
of good character.”* Divorced and then widowed, Jones spent her entire life
as a bearded performer. After her death at thirty-seven in 1903, Barnum &
Bailey publicized Jones’s supposed dying wish that her husband, the press
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agent, Theodore Bower, marry her bearded successor—despite James A.
Bailey’s objections.”®® Even after her death, Jones was reportedly generous
and selfless —concerned only with her husband’s future happiness as she lay
dying.

But burlesque lurked near the surface of the bearded lady’s womanliness.
‘While proprietors advertised hirsute women as the “genuine article,” they
also tickled potential audiences into coming to the sideshow to judge the
authenticity of the bearded woman for themselves, by recounting stories
about hirsute women whose beards had been yanked off by the doubting
public. In one report, a horseman strode into a restaurant and tore off a
woman’s fake beard while she dined with her fellow freaks.”*

Newspaper commentary jokingly observed that the beard was evidence
of the hirsute woman’s efforts to appropriate male secondary sex charac-
teristics —not just political equality. A Boston newspaper exclaimed, “Not
content with claiming the right to vote, and laying siege to our nether
garments (a la bloomer), our beards are actually in jeopardy. Heaven fore-
fend!”**” Similarly, the Italian anthropologist Cesare Lombroso argued that
women were “undeveloped men” because of their small size and lack of facial
hair.*® In line with this sort of thought, bearded women might actually be
men. Showmen were quick to tantalize the audience with the theoretical
possibility that bearded women might be male. Robert Bogdan observes
that in publicity photographs, bearded women were often staged with their
husbands and children as a way to subvert prim conformity with gender
ambiguity.*

Ella Ewing, a Euroamerican “Lady Giantess,” also represented a stan-
dardized “womanly womanliness,” despite her towering size. Born in Gorin,
Missouri, in 1872, Ewing was six feet nine inches tall when she was ten
years old, and grew—reportedly—to be eight feet four inches. When
Ewing was eighteen, a proprietor of a museum in Chicago wanted to hire
her. Because she felt that she was the “burden of her poor father’s care,”
Ewing accepted the showman’s offer. She spent the rest of her life as a
sideshow attraction, touring county fairs, the vaudeville circuit, and famous
circuses under the management of her parents. She was exhibited at the
World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893 and traveled with Bar-
num & Bailey, Buffalo Bill's Wild West, and the Ringling Bros. until her
death in 1913 from tuberculosis.'”® During the off-season, Ewing returned
to Gorin, where she lived in a large, specially designed house with high ceil-
ings. Extremely sensitive about her size, she wore multiple rings to hide
her long fingers and long skirts to cover her big feet.'” As a testament to
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Ewing’s moral character, press releases emphasized her frugality, report-
162

ing that she saved $30,000 during her career.'”® Although Ewing received
several offers of marriage, she dismissed them as “business propositions,”
designed to cash in on her celebrity. She announced flatly, “I would not live
in a loveless married life. When I am in business I am in business for Ella
Ewing. As for marriage, I believe my views in regard to it are the same as
those of any other truly womanly woman. Wife, mother and housekeeper
are the three things woman’s being requires to make her life complete. God
created her for that sphere. But my size will prevent me from marrying.”'*®

Like other white female stars, Ewing was reputed to be pious. One ac-
count spoke glowingly of her ability to “master even the most abstruse Bible
questions, and to surpass even her teachers.”'** These images of saintly
femininity were supposed to quell the freely publicized rumors that Ella was
actually a monster who feasted on women and children: “But [Ewing is]
a giantess fully equipped with all the modern improvements in the direc-
tion of sweetness and light and so startlingly different from the giantesses
you have read about that you will have to reconstruct entirely your concep-
tion of the word. Miss Ewing never ate a baby in her life, nor transformed
a princess into a calf, nor chained a lovely maiden in a dungeon. . .. On the
contrary, she is a singularly lovable woman and the most popular doe in
Gorin, and her home life . . . is altogether charming . . .. [She] is remarkably
proficient in domestic matters, supervises the care of the house and helps
with much of it.”'%® Despite her life of public performance, constant travel,
financial independence, and desire to remain unmarried, Ewing touted a life
of privacy and domesticity as most appropriate for a woman.

Press agents placed physically diverse women freaks into the rubric of
traditional womanhood by using the visual trappings of normality: gowns,
husbands, parlors, and love of home. Proprietors’ portrayals of fat women,
bearded women, and lady giantesses performed two contradictory func-
tions. Impresarios normalized physical abnormality by staging these
women in normative settings. These representations also helped reify a
single standard of ideal womanhood, because showmen marketed each of
the women as quintessentially a “real woman” at heart. Still, proprietors
used standard representations of marriage, motherhood, elaborate dress,
and the parlor to poke fun at contemporary gender norms through these
visibly abnormal bodies.

The snake charmer engaged in racial rather than gender disguise. Al-
though her skin remained pale, the snake charmer manipulated her racial
identity by wearing thick eye liner, lipstick, filmy, diaphanous clothing, and
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of course snakes. She was staged in humorous publicity shots draped with
snakes and clothed in corseted dress, but in performance she wore brief
“oriental” garb with snakes slithering against her bare skin. Because ani-
mals gave an act a certain degree of sexual license, press agents described
the charmer’s stunts with openly suggestive language: “To see her lithe-
some figure, her strong muscular arms and shapely limbs bravely caressing
the huge squirming boa constrictors, never fails to produce a great impres-
sion.” '

In drawing audiences to the sideshow tent, circus media freely admitted
that this seemingly mysterious foreigner was a “home-grown” Euroameri-
can woman. The racial disguise became a racial tease, the woman’s “real”
identity being openly masked as she slipped into the meager garb of the
fictitious Other. Ida Jeffreys, a snake charmer for Barnum & Bailey’s cir-
cus in 1888, was advertised as a “Hindoo” with supernatural powers, able
to stun snakes with a glance. Yet a newspaper press release revealed her
true identity: “Her eyes are as blue and soft as a baby’s, neither does she
charm [snakes] with low, soft, soothing tones on a piccolo like the Hindoo
magicians you hear about, or yank them around in her herculean grasp. She
is a cool-headed New York girl, Ida Jeffreys, off the stage, and she handles
snakes for pay as calmly as an artist handles his brush.”'*”

At the turn of the century, virtually all snake charmers were women. As
an activity that required less training than acrobatics and bareback riding,
snake charming was commonly performed by managers” wives (notably Lou
Ringling, known on stage as Inez Morris), who were entitled to free room
and board only when they actually worked for the circus (fig. 24).'°® The
snake charmer draped herself with a limp collection of boa constrictors and
indigenous snakes which, if poisonous, had been defanged. Yet the work was
dangerous at times: Lulu La Tasca, a Dutch woman who worked for Bar-
num & Bailey in 1891, told how she kept a sponge soaked with ether in a
little oily silk-lined pocket stuffed into her corset: “When the snakes get
too frisky I thrust the sponge into their eyes, and they hush up quick, I can
tell you. . . . I have brads in my slippers, sharp, stout steel ones, which I
stick clear into them when they don’t behave. It is very, very funny to me,
when I think of my smiling to the audiences as if it were real fun to charm
the snakes, and all the time, I am bradding them and etherizing them and
shaking in my skin for fear they will tighten their coils and be too much for
me.”'%°

Despite the secret battles that the charmer waged with her snakes, she
feigned great pleasure in her work. Her costuming and writhing move-
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Figure 24. Lou Ringling, also known as “Inex Morris,” ca. 1887 (not 1919 as written on
the card). An unflappable snake charmer and equestrienne, Ringling was married to
Al Ringling, director of exhibitions. (Howard Gusler Collection, P-N45-RGLL-3;

cabinet photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis.)



ments were nevertheless a far cry from those of the fully clad South Asian
male snake charmers who performed their rituals on religious occasions."”
Set against a backdrop of fake or painted foliage to create a fertile, tropical
scene, the circus lady snake charmer was advertised as intimate friends with
her “slimy pets,” sharing her home with them and even letting them sleep

loose on her sofa."™

Damajante, a snake charmer with Barnum & Bailey in
the 1880s, explained her snakes” weekly routine in a subversion of domes-
tic ideals: “I give [my snakes] as much attention as a mother does a child.
Regularly every Saturday night they are washed in lukewarm water and
wrapped up in blankets.” "

The tattooed lady also performed a racial masquerade. Her body was
colored with paisley prints, tropical scenes, flags, battle scenes, pictures of
U.S. presidents, queens, and Mother Mary, and more. One tattooed woman,
Lady Viola, displayed six presidents on her chest, the Capitol on her back,
and, by the 1920s, ten movie actresses on her arms, and Babe Ruth, Charlie

73 A sideshow fixture

Chaplin, and Tom Mix adorning her legs and thighs.
from the 1880s onward, the tattooed woman performed almost naked to
afford the best view of her elaborately ornamented body'™ In an age of
European and American imperialism, the tattooed lady carried the color-
ful marks of her fictional contact with faraway Pacific lands. Proprietors
highlighted the fictional circumstances in which the tattooed lady became
“marked,” breathlessly chronicling how she had been captured and forcibly
tattooed by Native Americans or “savage” South Sea Island men. Beginning
in the 1880s, Cesare Lombroso studied the purported link between tat-
tooing, sexuality, and criminal behavior, asserting that criminals and pros-
titutes were much more likely to be tattooed than law-abiding folk. Pro-
prietors diffused the tattooed woman’s potential image of criminality by
promoting her as a victim of the “primitive” practices of nonwhite men at
home and abroad."”

With the advent of the electric inking process around 1900, procuring a
tattoo became relatively easy. As a result, the market became glutted, wages
fell, and tattooing lost its novelty. Showmen tried to make the act more sal-
able by presenting tattooed families, tattooed dwarves, tattooed motorcycle
riders, a congress of tattooed men, and even tattooed cows and dogs (the
Tattooed Great Dane, for one), but by the early 1900s the act had become
ordinary.”™

At some sideshows, “gentlemen only” could pay an extra twenty-five
cents to stand in a small enclosed area and watch “oriental” dancing girls
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perform a brief dance.”” Tiny Kline, who worked as a cooch-show dancer
with Arlington & Beckman’s Oklahoma Ranch Wild West in 1913, remem-
bered vividly how the talker would attract customers with the following
spiel: “‘Gather 'round me a little closer, men, ‘don’t want the ladies to hear
this, but you are about to get a little treat inside this curtain . . . only one
quarter —twenty-five cents.” '™ Wearing red or green tights under a brief
beaded costume which hung in heavy fringes from the chest and hips—“to
accentuate the movements of those parts”—Kline preceded another woman
who wore a short, ruffled “oriental” dress. In her old age, Kline recalled the
entire act:

The place filled up in no time; we could hear the wise-cracks and other-
wise ‘smart’ remarks, from behind another curtain—our dressing-room
—as they gathered in anticipation of seeing [[in the talker’s words]
“those muscles shake and shiver like a bowl of jelly in a gale of wind;
the dance that John the Baptist lost his head over!” On a short, shrill
note of the flageolet—the signal,— I came out first, climbed up to the
platform which was roped off all around for protection against the im-
pudence of the standing audience who might make a grab at our limbs
(which they sometimes tried anyway) I went into my dance, a short rou-
tine of about two minutes duration, doing high kicks and the ‘split” which
was then, considered “naughty” There wasn’t anything in that music to
inspire dance spirit within me, I could never “feel” the mood, nor figure
out the timing; always against tempo, but I finished with a fast “fouetter”
a twist-kick spin, and climbed down. Then came Helen, the other girl.
... She did—what in Algiers might be considered a sedate parlor dance,
but here in America they called “Hootchy-kootchy.” The most outstand-
ing feature of it was the way she could make her head slide from side to
side while looking straight at you, just like a serpent.””

In 1918 one newspaper commented that the Gollmar circus cooch show
was “an immoral performance, and many did not hesitate in saying that
it should not have been tolerated by the authorities or those in charge of
the fair grounds.”**® Yet the evidence suggests that no turn-of-the-century
community banned the cooch show, perhaps because its racially disguised
performances gave it a certain degree of immunity against censure. Some-
times the masquerade was sexual as well: the male audience received a big
surprise when the cooch dancers turned out to be a group of taunting, rau-
cous male clowns in drag, wearing exaggerated foam breasts and buttocks
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along with their usual collection of oversized shoes, noses, tiny hats, and
loud, ragged clothes. The male audience, in its quest for anonymous titilla-
tion in the crowded little cooch show, was suckered.

Sideshow women of color were represented as preindustrial “primitives”
and as animals. For instance, an African American girl who suffered from
vitiligo, a skin disorder which causes spotting, was named “Louise the
Leopard Girl.” The characters played by women of color were linked to the
process of imperialism: foreign women of color were supposed to represent
“newly discovered” races from newly colonized countries. The literary critic
Anne McClintock suggests that “commodity spectacles” like the Crystal
Palace Exhibition (1851) gave their audiences the impression that culture
could be consumed at a glance, and that only western imperial powers were
capable of gathering the world’s cultures under one roof neatly for system-
atic inspection. Like these national expositions and technologies of panoptic
surveillance such as photography (which offered the promise of being the
“monarch of all I survey”), circus exhibits of nonwhite women told audi-
ences that the world was knowable through frozen images, photographic or
live.™

Krao Farini, a Laotian woman, performed in several roles at the circus
(fig. 25). She arrived in the United States as a child working as a “gorilla
girl” with the John B. Doris circus in 1885; later, with the Ringling Bros. cir-
cus, she also played a “missing link” and a bearded lady. Newspaper articles
and talkers recounted her anachronistic origins as a “specimen” of “ape-
humanity”: Krao was allegedly “caught” in a Laotian forest at the age of
seven by a Norwegian explorer, Carl Bock, who captured Krao’s father first
and then Krao herself, after which her mother surrendered. When separated
from their daughter, Krao’s parents reportedly cried plaintively, “Kra-o,”
“Kra-o,” which became the girl’s moniker at the sideshow. After her father
died of cholera and her mother was forbidden by the king to leave Laos,
Krao and Bock traveled to Bangkok and then to London, where she became
an exhibit for the showman G. A. Farini at the Royal Aquarium. Krao took
Farini’s last name, which she kept for the rest of her life.”® Press releases re-
ported copious testimony from scientific authorities willing to verify Krao’s
authenticity as a “missing link” between apes and humankind. One such
“expert,” the ethnologist A. H. Keane, described Krao in racially animated
primatological language that sharply contradicted her appearance:

[Krao’s] whole body is . . . overgrown with a . . . dense coating of soft,
black hair about a quarter of an inch long, but nowhere close enough
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Figure 25. Krao Farini, posed against a_fake jungle scene, 1885. Portrayed as a “gorilla

girl” and a “missing link,” Farini, a Sumatra native who spoke seven languages fluently,
made her home in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where she tutored children at the local library.
(Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., SID-N45-KRAO-2)



to conceal the color of the skin, which may be described as of a dark
olive-brown shade. The nose is extremely short and low, with excessively
broad nostrils, merging in the full pouched cheeks, into which she ap-
pears to have the habit of stuffing her food, monkey-fashion. Like those
of the anthropoids her feet are also prehensile, and the hands so flexible
that they bend quite back over the wrists. The thumb also doubles com-
pletely back, and of the four fingers, all the top joints bend at pleasure
independently inwards . . . the beautiful round black eyes are very large
and perfectly horizontal. Hence the expression is on the whole far from

unpleasing, and not nearly so ape-like as that of many Negritos."**

At Barnum & Bailey’s circus in 1903, Krao was featured next to “Johanna,
the Live Gorilla.” Unlike many sideshow players, Krao was not physically
deformed. By juxtaposing her with the chimpanzee, proprietors invented a
tradition of evolutionary continuity between the “gorilla” and the “Gorilla
Girl.” The copy on the back of one of Krao’s postcard from 1922 described
her as a “Laotian monkey girl,” using language that is nearly identical to the
passage quoted above: “Krao . . . has some abnormal peculiarities and some
points of resemblance to certain species of the monkey tribe; the distribu-
tion of hair is one, as it grows like that of a monkey, in similar waves, that
on the forearm pointing upwards from the wrist to the elbow. The fingers
are very supple, being capable of being bent completely back. The cheeks
are pouch-like and like monkeys.”"**

Krao wore skimpy, ruffled costumes, and was presented against a back-
drop of painted fronds as a “mysterious vestige of prehistoric humanity.”
Yet over time, Krao's persona changed: although still playing a “missing
link,” she also became known as a “civilized primitive,” whose exposure to
European and American civilization had “uplifted” her. She spoke seven lan-
guages fluently, and had “faultless” manners. When Barnum & Bailey win-
tered at Bridgeport, Connecticut, Krao volunteered as a tutor at the local
library.®® Throughout her career, she performed in minimal dress as an af-
firmation of racial “authenticity” and, not by accident, as a way to draw audi-
ences. Popular throughout her long sideshow career, Krao earned a com-
fortable living, although her public persona was that of a “savage” “gorilla
girl,” whose “arrested” evolutionary development would forever keep her a
juvenile in the public’s eye. Krao, like her nonwhite colleagues, held a contra-
dictory position at the circus: on the one hand, she was able to make a good
income in a racist society where there were few lucrative employment op-
tions for a person of color. Moreover, she maintained close friendships with
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sideshow players. The fat lady Carrie Holt characterized Krao as “the sweet-
est and loveliest lady I ever met . . . a good deal more refined than most of
the crowd that stares at her.”**® Yet Krao’s job required her to perform ide-
ologies about nonwhite savagery that circumscribed people of color in all
areas of American life.

In 1894 Barnum & Bailey’s new ethnological congress included entire
families, echoing the Midway Plaisance at the World’s Columbian Exhibi-
tion in Chicago in 1893. Barnum & Bailey’s 1894 route book describes the
“family style” ethnological congress as a sort of intellectual fast food allow-
ing whole cultures to be “eaten” at a glance: “What gave the Congress an
added interest was the fact that nearly all the natives were accompanied by
their women, wives and families, who brought with them all the domestic
utensils, used when in their native countries . . . so that a complete and com-
prehensive idea could easily be had at a glance of just how these people lived
in their own countries.” ™’

Foreign women and children played a primary role in creating an authen-
tic domestic landscape. In its formative years, a circus or museum might
have hired an individual South Asian female nautch dancer (temple dancer).
But she would have been presented next to something irrelevant, say a tiger
skin, or an ossified walrus penis. By 1906 the nautch dancer was part of Carl
Hagenbeck’s Grand Triple Circus East India Exposition, which contained
one hundred Hindoos, including women and children, from the “great black
empire.” The program stated: “They are a strange and wonderful people
from any view-point;—strange in contour and character; in their dress (or
lack of it). . . . Housewives will be shown at their duties, baking, cooking,
washing and sewing in their own Oriental and primitive way; children will
romp and indulge in their native games and play and the beautiful nautch
girls will pose for the time being in all their bewitching and be-jeweled
splendor. Competent interpreters will be in attendance at all times and
there will be frequent lectures of an instructive nature.”'*®

Two common themes characterized the presentation of women from
“savage” societies: sexual promiscuity and participation in physical labor.
Although the photographic evidence suggests that members of the ethno-
logical congress danced or simply sat during their act, colorful lithographs
depicted women working hard. The circus’s spectacular live presentations
of race and female gender were already familiar to Americans steeped in
nineteenth-century travel narratives. Herman Melville, for one, wrote lurid,
fictionalized versions of his contact with different cultures while working
on a whaling ship in the 1840s. In one such tale, Typee: A Peep at Polynesian
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Life, Melville crafted a wild account of imprisonment and eventual escape
from a cannibalistic society on Typee, an island in the Marquesan chain in
the South Pacific. In this tropical, mountainous setting, flirtatious, topless
women, “fancifully decorated with flowers,” beckoned Melville “with faces
in which childish delight and curiosity were vividly portrayed. . . . But in-
spite of all their blandishments, my feelings of propriety were exceedingly
shocked, for I could but consider them as having overstepped the due limits
of female decorum.”'*® Melville also depicted the Typees as noncultivators,
living lazily in a land in which breadfruit and coconuts simply fell into one’s
lap.'*°

Just as tights were a code for eroticism under the big top, lack of cloth-
ing characterized the “lady savage.” Programs lured audiences, promising
a scene of “wild, weird and strange picturesqueness, the bright colors of
the dresses of some contrasting with the brown naked skin of their neigh-
bors.”**! Tropical zone players were reportedly proud of their lack of cloth-
ing. Memene, a Fiji princess “Cannibal Girl” with Barnum & Bailey’s ethno-
logical congress in 1895, pronounced American women’s fashions prudish:
“And the [American’] dresses must cost so much money . . . why do the
women wear such very big sleeves . . . it must take very much material to
make them. Why do the skirts spread out so? Do American women put
on so much clothes to hide their figures? Are their figures so very bad? In
my country, if you have a good form, you are proud of it. You do not seek
to cover it up. Yes, the dresses are very pretty, but I do not like them.”"*
Memene’s seemingly extemporaneous commentary was simply a publicity
device: by allowing a performer to speak, seemingly in her or his own voice,
showmen made an act more tantalizing and attractive to potential audi-
ences, particularly when the performer spoke candidly about public nudity
and the consumption of human flesh.

In circus programs, press releases, and posters, women labored while
men lolled. Such representations had a long history in American culture. In
colonial Virginia, English settlers wrote that Indian women did the daily
chores—gardening, food preparation, housekeeping, and childcare—while
Indian men were “lazy” because they fished and hunted only occasionally.**’
Over time, this stereotype became universalized in colonial discourse, serv-
ing as a justification for imperial expansion under the guise of the “white
man’s burden.” Cesare Lombroso argued that the “Law of Non-Labor” was
the essential condition of female existence. Cynthia Russett posits that the
scope of women’s work was central to contemporary constructions of race
and female gender: “With the possible exception of sexual laxity, female
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labor represented the most striking difference in gender relations between
savage societies and [the Victorians™] own. Savage women toiled; civilized
women did not. It was self-evident, therefore, that the path of progress for
the feminine half of humankind involved an increasing emancipation from
productive labor.”**

In their quest to highlight the contrasts between “civilization” and
“savagery,” showmen showered their media with images of hard-working
women of color. One headline proclaimed, “Women Are the Workers in
Siam,” while another argued that the equal division of labor in Papuan so-
ciety proved that supporters of female equality such as Susan B. Anthony
and Charlotte Perkins Gilman were wrong to postulate that labor equality
among men and women was evidence of an advanced civilization. The arti-
cle discussed the culture’s practice of polygamy and the women’s nudity,
stating in a subheading that European imperialism had made native women
“modest,” through British enforcement of prudery: “British Influence Is Re-
sponsible for Women’s Skirts Made of Palm Leaves.”*®

At the sideshow and ethnological congress, the inversion of contempo-
rary gender norms continued, as impresarios presented women of color as
stronger, faster, and fiercer than men. To draw audiences to its revamped
congress “of strange and savage people” in 1894, Barnum & Bailey held
an exposition of Australian Aboriginal boomerang throwers on Manhattan
Field. One woman, Tagara, was the standout, and “could throw better than
any tax-paying resident on Manhattan Island.”'** In 1895 Barnum & Bailey
exhibited female Gilbert and Fiji Islanders who “take to the water like
ducks”; they were reminiscent of the sensuous women swimmers of Mel-
ville’s Typee, swimming tirelessly to meet the whaling boats, “their jet-black
tresses streaming over their shoulders, and half enveloping their other-
wise naked forms.”*” The most extreme inversion of Euroamerican gender
roles came with Barnum & Bailey’s group of Dahomey women, who played
“blood-thirsty Amazons”: “[ They] are conspicuous with their almost naked
black and shiny skins and scarred breasts and faces. These are probably the
only true Dahomey Amazons ever known to leave their native fastness, and
are fine specimens of those Fierce and Savage Black Female Warriors that
have defied the armies of civilized nations. Reared from infancy in bloody
scenes of war, with every female instinct annihilated, skilled in the use of
weapons, they are as Ferocious in War as Wild Beasts.”'*®

The Euroamerican female audiences who gazed at the Dahomeys per-
haps felt united in their shared whiteness, despite their own ethnic differ-
ences. Vibrant circus posters depicted well-appointed Euroamerican fami-
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Figure 26. “Ubangi Savages,” Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, 1930. Ritualized

disfigurement became the basis for racial novelty and spectacle at the circus in an age of
radio, automobility, and the expansion of the motion picture industry. (Lithograph

courtesy of Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros.
and Barnum & Bailey,® The Greatest Show on Earth® RBB-NL37-30-1F-4)

lies gazing and pointing at nonwhite acts (see figs. 12 and 22). Jim Crow
seating arrangements and concessions solidified the white spectators’
shared privilege of witnessing together the display of what they collectively
were not.”? Black audiences likely shared this same sense of ethnic distance
from the performers, even though they were often characterized as being
of the same “race” as the players in the ring.

By the early 1930s, in an age of movies, radio, and increased magazine
readership, the spectacle of seminude women of color from around the world
engaged in “typical” activities had lost its novelty at the circus. To meet their
audience’s demand for newness, circus proprietors hired foreign women
of color whose bodies had been ritualistically disfigured. Arriving in the
United States on March 31, 1930, eight Congolese women, known as the
“Ubangi Duck-Billed Savages,” became an instant sensation at the Ringling
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus (fig. 26). Briefly clad in short, colorful
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cotton skirts, the Ubangi women’s principal draw was their practice (start-
ing at the age of six) of wearing large wooden plates inside their lips, which
stretched the lower lip to a diameter of over nine inches in adulthood.**° By
1930 the term “French Congolese” no longer sounded as mysterious as it
had in an era before increasingly sophisticated mass media; consequently,
the Ringling Bros. press agent, Roland Butler, further exoticized the women
by coming up with the name “Ubangi” after studying maps of Africa and
finding a remote district so named, hundreds of miles away from the tribe’s
real locale®** After stints at the Paris Zoo and in Rio de Janeiro, the women
joined Ringling Bros. Congress of Freaks. In addition to performing at the
sideshow, the women, accompanied by their husbands, walked once around
the big-top arena, each smoking a pipe and playing the drums while the
bandmaster, Merle Evans, conducted modern jazz melodies which had, in
his words, the “strong underlying beat of jungle rhythm.”*®

The presence of a sham professor who “explained” the Ubangis to Ameri-
can circus audiences was a critical part of the “savage” persona. The Uban-
gis’ manager, “Professor” Eugene Bergonier (a cheat who stole their salary
of $1,500 a week** and allowed them to keep only the proceeds from their
postcard sales), spieled about the origins of the lip-stretching practice: sup-
posedly it began years ago to make Ubangi women unattractive to pirates,
and over time the result became a mark of beauty.***

The huge lips of Ubangi women, who were presented as “monster-
mouthed . . . savages . . . strangest people in all the world,”*** were cen-
tral to the showmen’s construction of their sexuality: bodily disfigurement
was a means for Ubangi men to keep their women “safe” from “marauders.”
The women’s lips also served as a metaphor for engorged labia, a visual
image surely not lost on Euroamerican audiences steeped in stereotypes
about black women’s supposed sexual availability. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century, British imperialists, in the name of scientific “objec-
tivity,” named the fictively large African labia and buttocks the “Hottentot
Apron,” after a Khoisan woman, Sara Bartman, who was dubbed the “Hot-
tentot Venus.” Bartman was abducted by an Englishman in South Africa
and exhibited in England and France from 1810 until her death in 1815 at
twenty-eight. While on stage, she was dressed in faux “native” garb com-
posed of ostrich-shell beads and a short, tight cotton skirt to enlarge her
buttocks. Curious spectators jostled and probed Bartman as she struggled
to keep herself covered. After her death, a group of French scientists dis-
sected Bartman and pickled her genitalia, which they put on exhibit at a mu-
seum in Paris. Throughout the nineteenth century and the early twentieth,

C Respectable Female Nudity ] 185



other women of color from Africa and South America were also exhibited
as Hottentot Venuses.*°

Anne McClintock suggests that Africa, the Americas, and Asia repre-
sented the “porno-tropics” for the western imagination, which reduced hu-
man beings to oversized genitalia.**’ Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey
workers remembered the Ubangi women in a similarly sexualized manner.
Tom Barron, the “World’s Tallest Clown,” recalls that the Ubangis, “didn’t
want to wear any clothes. . . . [TThey had this Frenchman [Bergonier]
who was sort of their ‘chief” He had a hell of a time trying to control them

. . every once in a while they'd take all their clothes off.”*°® Frequently
Jjuxtaposed with “dainty” circus women and occasionally topless, the Ubangi
women were marketed as the antithesis of “womanly” beauty, their nudity
a signifier of racial inferiority.

During the 1930s the “Giraffe-Neck Women of Burma” also exhibited
their ritually disfigured bodies at the circus (fig. 27). Performing for Ring-
ling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey in 1933 and for Hagenbeck-Wallace in 1934,
three women demonstrated the stunning results of their cultural practice
of gradually elongating their necks with heavy, solid brass coils. A $3 pro-
gram booklet,** “Interesting Facts and Illustrations of the Royal Padaung
Giraffe Neck-Women from Burma,” marketed the coils to American audi-
ences as a sign of beauty and sexual attractiveness. It explained that the
women’s mothers had slowly stretched their necks beginning in early child-
hood, adding new coils every year until each girl’s neck was approximately
sixteen inches long. The women also wore coils around their legs which,
combined with those around their necks, weighed between fifty and sixty
pounds. The booklet noted that the women’s desirability for marriage was
measured by the weight of the brass that each carried and described how
American doctors got in the act of explaining what the Burmese women
“had” by x-raying them to explore the physical consequences of ritualized
neck stretching.®

“The Last of the Unknown People of the Earth” were supposedly iso-
lated relics, untouched until now by modern industrial society. Showmen
reported that Mu Kaun, Mu Proa, and Mu Ba came from villages in remote,
mountainous terrain several hundred miles north of Mandalay, still traveled
by elephant, and spurned paper currency. The women were persuaded to
travel to the United States only after Ringling agents presented their rela-
tives with axes, knives, tins of fish, bright cloth, and silver rupees. In 1934
the Hagenbeck-Wallace program and route book contained a photograph
of an elephant pulling a plow, captioned: “In the jungles in the opposite side

136 L Respectable Female Nudity ]



HAGENBECK-WALLACE
CIRGCUS

PRESENTS
THE MOST STARTLING DISCOVERY OF THE CENTURY

PRINCESS MU IRAUN rovar pacauvne

GIRAFFE-NECK
WOMARN ¢
| B R(MIAN

POSITIVELY
APPEARING
IN MAIN

ﬁMHQNTONIO 16
mon. OCT.

ROOSEVELT AVE. & MITCHELL ST.

Figure 27. “Giraffe-Neck Women from Burma,” Hagenbeck-Wallace, 1934.
Showmen stressed that the Padaung women performed physical labor in Burma, a
characteristic that defined them as “savages.” (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World
Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® HW-NL41-33-1U-1)




of the world, the ‘two elephant’ roadster is always an up-to-date model.”*"
Yet another photograph suggested that modern American consumer cul-
ture had already changed these women: here, all three sat in the front seat
of a brand-new 1934 knee-action Pontiac that they hoped to take back to
Burma.

Evoking turn-of-the-century circus constructions of gender and race,
pamphlets noted that the Padaung women performed heavy labor in Burma,
in spite of their fragile, weighty necks. They chopped wood, cultivated rice
paddies and carried buckets of water over rough terrain. American audi-
ences got to peek at the Padaungs’ private lives by purchasing their pub-
licity booklet, full of pictures of the women sleeping together on an Ameri-
can bed, playing cards, drinking tea, singing.** Although the Giraffe-Neck
‘Women, or “long necks” as their coworkers called them,*® considered Amer-
ican women’s bare necks indecent, they were provocatively presented,
clothed in filmy, sarilike wraps with their shoulders exposed.** Irene Mann,
a rope twirler who worked with the Giraffe-Neck women in 1933, remem-
bered them sadly in 1994: “You didn’t get to know them . . . [they didn’t
talk]. . . . That's a pretty awful thing, to bring them all the way over and
put them through that. After all, they are human beings.”**

WALKING THE TIGHTROPE OF PROPRIETY

At the beginning of the twentieth century, proprietors used multiple strate-
gies to restrict circus women’s power: they marketed female seminudity
and physical variability as simultaneously erotic, proper, and instructional.
In many respects, they succeeded in selling the contradictions between tit-
illation and respectability, because the circus escaped state regulation in
an era when virtually all public amusements faced some form of censure
from purity reformers. Progressive reformers targeted the saloon, dance
hall, movie theater, skating rink, and ice-cream parlor as sites of salacious
activity, where men and women mingled and prostitution might flourish.
Andrea Friedman observes that in early-twentieth-century New York City,
activists and government regulators attacked specific popular amusements
only after they became “mass” entertainment with a heterogeneous class
base. In contrast, reformers generally ignored “hard core” forms with small
markets, like pornographic “french postcards.”**

At the turn of the century, antiobscenity activists rallied across the coun-
try. Mocking this wave of purity reform, Billboard reported —in jest—that
in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, in 1898 the Young Men’s Christian Associa-
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tion covered “indecent” piano and chair legs with fabric.*” From Minneapo-
lis to Boston, diverse social reform groups, notably the Woman’s Christian
Temperance Union and its “Department for the Suppression of Impure Lit-
erature,” the Federation of Women'’s Clubs, and local government officials
(all characterized by Billboard as “prowling prudes”) tried to ban the use
of women wearing tights in advertising. Minnesota and Pennsylvania law-
makers introduced bills in 1890-91 to prohibit tights from being worn at
public exhibitions.**® In 1898 the Board of Aldermen in Boston ordered the-
atrical managers to “tone down their representations of women in tights
and skirts.”*® Moreover, that same year, the Mayor of Somerville, Massa-
chusetts, proclaimed: “I am not disposed to make any attack upon the por-
trayal of the nude, or partially nude human body in proper places and under
suitable conditions. . . . But the highly-colored caricatures of the female
body, displayed on some of the billboards of this city, they stand for nothing
but obscenity and appeal only to prurient tastes.”*** However, these official
efforts to corral tights generally failed.

Furthermore, no state law or statute specifically addressed the conduct
or dress of circus women at the turn of the century.**' State agencies occa-
sionally fined the circus for violating state child-labor laws. But the only
repercussion a circus might face for its explicit bodily exhibitions was the
occasional press afterblast (a critical newspaper editorial after the show’s
departure).*** Individual social purity reformers also ignored the circus,
even as they simultaneously regulated sexual materials and practices
throughout American society. The federal Comstock Act (1873)— often per-
sonally enforced by the prudery zealot Anthony Comstock himself—out-
lawed the circulation through the U.S. mail of pornography, as well as birth
control information and devices. Yet Comstock did not protest the circus,
even as he harassed dime-museum proprietors and vaudeville owners for
their erotic content. In 1887, using his authority as a special agent of the
post office, Comstock arrested the well-known New York City art dealer
Alfred Knoedler for selling photographic copies of paintings of French
nudes, because, according to Comstock, the photographic process had ren-
dered the paintings more prurient.®*®> Even P. T. Barnum, whose “Great-
est Show on Earth” profited from the exposed female body, indirectly par-
ticipated in the purity movement. As Bridgeport’s representative to the
Connecticut legislature, Barnum in 1879 chaired the Joint Committee on
Temperance, which approved a bill forbidding all trafficking in “obscene”
literature and materials dealing with sex or reproduction, and the “use” of
any drug or instrument for the purpose of preventing conception. Although
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Barnum personally did not support the bill, he did not block its eventual
passage, thus underscoring the circus’s paradoxical connection to the world
of contemporary purity reform.?**

Antivice and purity reform movements focused on the relationship be-
tween “obscene” amusements and the “declining” morals of vulnerable
youth. Nicola Beisel suggests that this “focus on the family” gave the purity
reform movement its power among the Euroamerican middle class.?** But
contemporary magazines, children’s books, and newspapers depicted the
circus’s seminude bodies as “wholesome” fun for “children of all ages.” These
media presented the circus as a fanciful, adventurous part of the childhood
imagination. An unidentified missionary, for example, recollected that as
a child around 1900, she had three career ambitions: to become a circus
performer, a missionary, or Santa Claus.?** When Ringling Bros. played an
extended run at Chicago in 1901, the pastor at the nearby Grace Episcopal
Church, the Reverend Ernest M. Stiles, had only one objection to the cir-
cus: its planned Sunday night performance, a license for which he opposed:
“Of course I could do nothing but refuse. It is one thing to be continually
fighting Sunday amusements in general, which are bad enough under any
circumstances; it is quite another to have the responsibility thrust upon you
of having a circus at your church door. As we had no service at the church on
Sunday afternoon I did not object to the circus performance at that time.” **7

Not only did state officials ignore the circus’s spectacle of seminudity,
they actually condoned it. After an inspection of the wages and working
conditions of circus “girls” with the Ringling Bros. circus in 1914, the Fac-
tory Department of the State Department of Illinois concluded, “The girls
with the circus receive higher wages, perform easier duties and enjoy more
wholesome physical and moral surroundings than girls working in Chicago
department stores and factories.”*** Consequently, it would seem that the
impresarios’ elaborate sexual containment strategies were successful.

Still, audience members often rejected such claims of propriety. Some
spectators interpreted circus women'’s scant dress as a sign of sexual avail-
ability. Circus workers frequently recorded instances of voyeurism on the
show grounds. Harry Webb, a rider with Buffalo Bill's Wild West in 1910,
remembered an instance in which William F. Cody himself brawled with
a “husky” thirty-year-old whom Cody had caught peeking through a rip
in the women’s dressing tent. That same season, Webb also witnessed fel-
low Wild West workers pummeling two war veterans who had been caught
sexually assaulting a couple of female audience members.*** Al Mann recalls
that townsmen—usually middle-aged men—felt that they had a right to
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cut a hole in the women’s dressing tent and peek inside. Female performers
would alert Mann and the rest of the male workers that a peeping Tom was
on the premises. The men would sneak up on the offending voyeur, kick
him in the pants while he was crouched over looking through the hole, and
then punch him in the face with leather dress gloves as he whirled around
in surprise. Mann noted with disgust: “And [‘the voyeurs] always held out
when asked that was their privilege. And if you looked in their window, of
course, they’d have you arrested.”**

In the transient, crowded environment of Circus Day, male spectators
found plenty of opportunities for bad behavior. In some respects, the ephem-
eral circus offered its audiences a world without consequences. Whereas
permanent amusements maintained ties to the communities in which they
were located, the circus folded up its tents and moved on. The itinerant
character of the American circus provides yet another reason why female
performances remained unregulated during the Progressive Era. But, as
this chapter has demonstrated, the transience of the circus tells only part
of the story. The mobile circus was a staging ground in which multiple
shifting American attitudes about gender, race, and the female body were
negotiated and contested at the turn of the century. Ultimately, the cir-
cus’s contradictory impulses toward female nudity demonstrate that soci-
etal attitudes toward women'’s growing participation in public life were am-
bivalent. In contrast, male performers—Euroamerican big-top players in
particular —were relatively absent in circus publicity campaigns. Press re-
leases seldom focused on circus men’s background, class status, romantic
life, or costuming. In contrast to their extensive marketing strategies for
restraining scantily clad circus women, impresarios had little need to justify
male players’ presence in public life. Instead, impresarios emphasized the
startling acts themselves. The next chapter will explore these variegated
representations of the male circus body.
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KING QF BEASTS
10 GLOWNS
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For Andy Wildwood, the circus offered a salvation of sorts. Andy, a fictional,
turn-of-the-century orphan boy in a popular novel, was unable to conform
to the social mores of small-town American life. In school, he was sus-
pended after he performed a double somersault behind the teacher’s back,
landed on a desk, and crashed to the floor. He accidentally set a farmer’s
field on fire after his friend dropped a flaming ring through which Andy
and a horse had just jumped. Furthermore, his cruel aunt kept him hostage
in his room. When a circus passed through town, Farmer Dale (whose field
Andy had burned) told him to escape by joining the show: “I tell you I be-
lieve circus is born in you, and you can’t help it. You don’t have much of a
life at home. You're not built for hum-drum village life. Get out; grow into
something you fancy. No need being a scamp because you're a rover.”"
Once Andy joined the show, he worked hard to build his body and mind.
He quickly rose through the ranks and became a star acrobat, capturing
loose animals and thwarting criminals who robbed the show. In a Dicken-
sian twist at the novel’s conclusion, Andy discovers that his deceased father



has named him sole heir to the proceeds from a patent worth a fortune.
The story of Andy Wildwood contained themes that were common to the
ubiquitous genre of circus-boy fiction at the turn of the century: a poor,
mistreated, and misunderstood orphan boy realizes his true potential in
the exciting, nonjudgmental world of the circus. He rises from a common
laborer to a star acrobat or manager, saves the show from violent weather,
and easily captures loose animals and con artists.

Proprietors and press agents also marketed the circus and Wild West
to young boys as a site of educational adventure. Press releases constantly
reported how small boys sneaked into the show, or how they received free
tickets in exchange for hard work: “Small Boy Schemes: Seeks Circus
Freaks”; “Heaven for Small Boys: In Madison Square Garden Gallery, They
Find Perfect Joy”; “Elixer of Youth Provided by Circus Coming: Everybody
Going to See the Big Show While Youth of City Rush to Water Elephants
for Free Entry”® Edwin Norwood’s The Circus Menagerie: True Stories of
Interesting Animals Told to a Boy chronicled a boy’s travels with the Ringling
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus.*

Although Andy Wildwood learned normative manly values at the cir-
cus— thrift, honesty, discipline, and physical fortitude—he joined the show
community because he was a social outsider. At actual (rather than fic-
tional) circuses, male gender norms were exemplified by workers who were
often on the edge—nomadic members of American society who drifted, in-
deed “ran away” to the circus from sedentary community affiliations. In his
hometown, Sherwood Anderson recalled that the male members of the local
Thompson family took off every summer with the circus. “The Thompsons
were a tough lot. . . . When they were at home the Thompsons, father and
sons, hung around the saloons and bragged . . . [they] . .. didn’t stand so
well in town.”® Male circus workers as a whole were often more liminal than
female employees. Women were commonly born into the business as mem-
bers of established family troupes, while transient men filled the laboring
ranks at the canvas city. Nonetheless, as the last two chapters have shown,
the world of the circus was far more hierarchical than Andy Wildwood’s
fictionalized experiences of limitless mobility would suggest.

Proprietors promoted their exhibitions as sites of athletic Euroamerican
manliness. Animals and men worked harmoniously together and nonwhite
men worked as “missing links,” athletic ascetics, or royal “savages.” But as
this chapter contends, the world of the circus was one of male gender flux,
with androgynous acrobats, gender-bending clowns, players in drag, and
animals dressed as men. Spontaneous brawls among spectators and work-

CKing of Beasts to Clowns in Drag ] 143



ingmen extended these variegated masculine performances to the grounds
outside the ring. As a whole, the human menagerie was a place for perfor-
mative male gender play, even though the circus’s deeply entrenched caste
system circumscribed occupational and economic advancement within the

nomadic community.

MALE GENDER AND MODERNITY

Fin-de-siécle circus performances of male gender reflected the era’s con-
stant change. Gail Bederman argues that the rise of an industrial corporate
economy driven by wage labor, coupled with cyclical depressions, threat-
ened the position of the “self-made,” independent entrepreneur. Women’s
activism for the suffrage and their growing rejection of the ideology of
separate spheres challenged the gender differentiation on which notions of
“civilized” Victorian manliness were based.® Thus, Bederman’s work adds
a gendered dimension to Richard Hofstadter’s characterization of “status
anxiety” which speaks to a causal relationship between late-nineteenth-
century socioeconomic upheaval and middle-class participation in reform
movements.”

These men also sought to reclaim their authority by fortifying the body:
they participated in alternative models of male power such as basketball and
wrestling, or embraced “primitive” cultural practices, specifically living in
the wilderness or hunting wild game.®* Advocates of outdoor activity, exer-
cise, organized sports, hunting, and adventure (collectively called the “cult
of the strenuous life”) asserted that modern industrial life had made men
of the middle and upper classes “soft.” George M. Beard's American Ner-
vousness (1881) and other popular classics warned that professional, white-
collar “brain workers” were fast becoming effeminate and impotent because
they did not engage in physical labor. Social critics extended their gendered
critique of industrial modernization to working-class men, too. Recalling
his own experiences working at a bicycle factory in the 1890s, Sherwood
Anderson bemoaned how the assembly line separated the worker from the
fruits of his labor: “TWJhen you take from man the cunning of the hand, the
opportunity to constantly create new forms in materials, you make him im-
potent. His maleness slips imperceptibly from him and he can no longer give
himself in love, either to work or to women. ‘Standardization! Standardiza-
tion! Standardization!” was to be the cry of my age and all standardization
is necessarily a standardization in impotence.”®
The school represented one site of manly salvation. New, rapidly ex-
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panding secondary and intercollegiate athletic programs focused on the
importance of “sportsmanship” in cultivating athletes of manly character.
G. Stanley Hall argued that gymnastics should be part of American boys’
educational curriculum, to counteract the “degenerative” influence of the
city: “It is because the brain is developed, while the muscles are allowed to
grow flabby and atrophied, that the deplored chasm between knowing and
doing is so often fatal to the practical effectiveness of mental and moral cul-
ture. The great increase of city and sedentary life has been far too sudden
for the human body—which was developed by hunting, war, agriculture,
and manifold industries now given over to steam and machinery—to adapt
itself healthfully or naturally to its new environment.”*® In a series of essays
and speeches written in 1900, collectively published as The Strenuous Life,
Theodore Roosevelt claimed that boys needed to balance their school work
with physical exercise to become productive citizens. “I believe that those
boys who take part in rough, hard play outside of school will not find any
need for horse-play in school. While they study they should study just as
hard as they play foot-ball in a match game. It is wise to obey the homely
old adage, “Work while you work; play while you play’”"

In some respects, this link between athletic activity and manly character
was hardly new. In eighteenth-century Europe, neoclassical intellectuals
and artists wedded the well-formed male body to superlative manliness.””
During the post—Civil War era, evangelical adherents of “muscular Chris-
tianity” bonded physical fitness to moral virtue. Yet at the turn of the cen-
tury, physical fitness advocates now tied male athleticism to critiques of
modernization and to scientific racism. The self-styled fitness expert Ber-
narr Macfadden declared that male potency was the product of vigorous
exercise, fresh air, a bland diet, and frequent marital sexual intercourse. A
eugenicist, Macfadden asserted that native-born Euroamerican men needed
to build their bodies in order to produce large families and “save” them-
selves from “race suicide.”" In his aptly titled The Virile Powers of Superb
Manhood, Mactfadden warned: “Lose your sexual power, lose the power to
reproduce your species, and, according to the laws of nature, your days
of usefulness are past, and decay and death will soon overtake you.”" In
the age of the New Woman, extraordinary immigration rates from eastern
and southern Europe, and the stirrings of the Great Migration of African
Americans from the rural South to urban centers, this notion of “race sui-
cide” encapsulated contemporary native-born male anxieties.

Outing clubs, summer camps, the Sierra Club, and other “back-to-nature”
organizations focused on male bodily fortification. Members of the Appa-
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lachian Mountain Club (formed in 1876) marked and maintained over 200
hiking trails, and constructed stone huts and log shelters in the White
Mountains. They purchased land to be held in trust for public use through-
out New England. One writer waxed, “For all it has meant an opportunity
to come In closer contact with the primitive.”** In the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the dime novel publishing house of Beadle and Adams sold thousands
of copies of biographies of rugged Euroamericans like Daniel Boone, Davy
Crockett, and Kit Carson. Alexander Saxton observes that such men were
popular subjects because they had been mythologized into “natural aristo-
crats” who achieved “mastery” over the wilderness by hunting animals and
fighting Native Americans.”® Youthful counterparts to the back-to-nature
movement like the Boy Scouts of America, the Sons of Daniel Boone, and
the Woodcraft Indians, enabled white boys to assume a temporary nonwhite
identity as they dressed up as Native Americans and learned indigenous
crafts and camping and survival skills. These organizations paradoxically
helped heighten boys’ own sense of manly whiteness through the act of
what Philip Deloria succinctly calls “playing Indian.”*

The preservationist John Muir wrote widely about the wilderness as a
site of bodily fortification and epiphany. From the late 1860s onward, he
often lived an ascetic life, quietly staging his own remarkable death-defying
bodily feats: he walked across much of the United States, fasted constantly,
and climbed the snow-covered Sierras clad in a woolen shirt, denim pants,
and thin shoes. He was jubilant about the natural world and wrote of the surf
pounding Cuba’s shores as “one great song sounding forever all around the
white-blooming shores of the world.”*®* Muir argued that the preservation
of wild spaces was critical to human health. In addition to writing popu-
lar books,' he lobbied Congress to create national parks such as Yosemite
(1890) and pushed to establish the U.S. Forest Service (1891). He helped
found the Sierra Club in 1892 and from 1908 to 1913 unsuccessfully fought
a dam project in California’s Hetch Hetchy Valley. In his writing and public
activism, Muir personified widespread public ambivalence about modern-
ization and urban encroachment.

At the same time, hunters helped lead the conservation movement. Elite
eastern men, including Ernest Thompson Seton, a founder of the Boy
Scouts in the United States, posited that wild spaces should be set aside for
the preservation of bear and bison. Theodore Roosevelt in 1887 became the
first president of the Boone & Crockett Club, which advocated the study
and preservation of wild animals and their natural habitat. The club’s Com-
mittee on Parks helped create the National Zoo in Washington. Although
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Roosevelt still loved the pleasures of blood sports, he claimed that his pri-
mary interest in killing animals was to advance scientific knowledge. His
efforts prompted federal legislation to save Yellowstone Park from ecologi-
cal destruction, to protect sequoia groves in California, and to establish an
Alaskan island preserve for the propagation of native species®® As presi-
dent of the United States, Roosevelt added 150 million acres of forest to the
national forest system, and established five new national parks and sixteen
national monuments.*'

At the turn of the century, the “primitive” pleasures of hunting large
male game were an essential part of masculine renewal. When Roosevelt
first entered the New York State legislature in 1882, fellow legislators and
the press mocked his privileged background, fancy clothes, and high voice;
they called him “weakling,” “Jane-Dandy,” “Punkin-Lily,” and “the exquisite
Mr. Roosevelt.” But as the historians Edmund Morris and Gail Bederman
point out, Roosevelt exploited his experiences of hunting bison and ranch-
ing in the Dakotas to transform his public persona into that of a rugged
he-man.** Fleeing to Dakota Territory in 1884, grief-stricken after his wife
and mother had died on the same day, Roosevelt chronicled his transfor-
mation from puny asthmatic to vigorous hunter when he shot a huge bison
bull: “There below me, not fifty yards off, was a great bison bull. He was
walking along, grazing as he walked. His glossy fall coat was in fine trim
and shone in the rays of the sun, while his pride of bearing showed him to be
in the lusty vigor of his prime. As I rose above the crest of the hill, he held
up his head and cocked his tail to the air. Before he could go off, I put the
bullet in behind his shoulder. The wound was an almost immediately fatal
one.”** Overjoyed with his prize, Roosevelt danced around the large car-
cass, shrieking “like an Indian war-chief”** Roosevelt, who later became the
honorary president of the American Bison Society, construed the hunt as a
“primitive” pleasure which revived virile potency in “enlightened” modern
men like himself.

Contemporary popular culture also articulated the notion that the wil-
derness was a metaphor for male renewal in modern society. Jack London’s
The Call of the Wild (1908) conflated animals, the wilderness, and mascu-
line regeneration. Buck, the canine protagonist, was kidnapped from a lei-
surely, gentlemanly life on a ranch in Santa Clara Valley to the harsh Klon-
dike wilderness, where men needed sled dogs during the gold rush of the
1890s. His muscles became hardened from constant travel over the icy tun-
dra and his disposition was made tough by fighting for scraps of food with
other dogs. Forever removed from the “soft” pleasures of civilization, Buck
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reached the apex of his masculine flowering once he methodically stalked,
killed, and ate a bull moose. When his owner was killed by a band of Native
Americans, Buck took to the wilderness and joined a wolf pack for the rest
of his life.*® “[I]nstincts long dead became alive again. The domesticated
generations fell from him. In vague ways he remembered back to the youth
of the breed, to the time the wild dogs ranged in packs through the prime-
val forest and killed their meat as they ran it down. [His ancestors’] came
to him without effort or discovery, as though they had been his always. And
when, on the still cold nights, he pointed his nose at a star and howled
long and wolf-like, it was his ancestors, dead and dust, pointing nose at
star and howling through the centuries and through him.”*¢ In Edgar Rice
Burroughs’s hugely successful novel Tarzan of the Apes (1912) the English-
man Lord Greystoke (Tarzan) was an archetype of “primitive” physicality
because he was raised by apes in the “primordial” African jungle.*”

Popular novels, advocates of the strenuous life, conservationists, and
hunters created idealized relationships between male potency, wild animals,
and open land at a historical moment when Americans wrote widely about
the imminent “loss” of the wilderness frontier. Andrew Isenberg observes
that this conservationist vision was uneven, particularly with respect to bi-
son preservation: “The advocates of the preservation of the bison supported
both the Euroamerican conquest of the western grasslands and the pres-
ervation of the dominant species of the preconquest plains. These contra-
dictory ideals exemplified the dual vision of the North American frontier at
the turn of the century: as a progression toward the modern age and as a
refuge from modernism.”*® The turn-of-the-century railroad circus articu-
lated this same sort of ambivalence. With trains, flying automobiles, disci-
plined “industrialized” workers, and confident animal trainers who wielded
power over “wild” animals, the railroad circus celebrated modernization. At
the same time, showmen publicly mourned urban encroachment, massive
immigration, and the imminent loss of the frontier; as such, they marketed
the railroad circus as a place where audiences might catch a “last glimpse”
at the world’s vanishing animals and preindustrial people.

DANGEROUS ANIMALS

In a nascent celebrity culture, impresarios consciously chose adult animal
males—Jumbo the elephant, Chiko the “gorilla,” and Rajah the Man-eating
tiger —to become stars. A circus animal’s public profile depended on its con-
nection to the “masculine” wilderness: the more dangerous and distant the
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wilderness, the more visible the animal. Domestic animals also were an in-
tegral part of many circus and Wild West acts, but the proximity of the dog,
the duck, the pig, and the goose to the home meant that they never received
the same degree of press attention as their more dangerous brethren.

Contemporary scientists wrote widely about the large male animal. In
Tales from Nature’s Wonderland, the naturalist William T. Hornaday ideal-
ized the world of an ancient male mammoth who fell into the La Brea tar
pits. Hornaday speculated that “Old Ganesa” (named after the elephant-
headed Hindu god) and his consort “Constance” became trapped in the “Tar
Terror” while trying to rescue their thirsty son “Esau,” who thought that
the shimmering tarry ooze was water.** Despite the matrilineal structure of
elephant societies, Hornaday imagined the mammoths living in patriarchal
nuclear families: “At [Ganesa’s] heels, blindly and obediently following his
lead, marched his consort Constance, who during sixty years of good and
evil had faithfully followed him all the way from Mount St. Elias to the final
Land of No Rain.”*® Old Ganesa, whose giant skeleton stood thirteen feet
tall, was a model patriarch.

Although showmen and audiences both imagined ferocious animals as
untamed representatives of a vanishing wilderness, the animals had been
trained, in most cases, to replicate human movement and behavior. Regard-
ing a twentieth-century elephant pyramid act, the anthropologist Yoram S.
Carmeli argues that “these [elephant’] bodies are seen as surfaced, as emp-
tied images of real elephants,” because the stunt always framed its elephant
subjects in human terms. The elephants did not perform as “natural” ele-
phants but rather as “human” elephants because of their posture and bodily
configurations.” In 1888 the Adam Forepaugh circus introduced “John L.
Sullivan, the Boxing Elephant,” whose poses mimicked the famous heavy-
weight champion.®* Circus animals also mocked nineteenth-century notions
of bodily restraint; as they imitated human postures, they behaved unpre-
dictably, sneezing, belching, farting, and defecating without warning, thus
mirroring the human body in its most natural, yet least socially regulated
form.”

Emptied of any connection to the wilderness, tractable animals, includ-
ing the “porcine prodigy,” the rooster, and the rhesus monkey, were sup-
posed to be funny. They played silly, human figures, able to walk, ride
horses, play musical instruments, and kick a ball. In an educated animal act
at Barnum & Bailey’s circus, the Learned Pig thoughtfully picked out the
letters P-I-G, stood on his hind legs, and “bowed low and carefully.” Later,
he and a “pig friend” played cards, “both keeping their tempers perfectly.”
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Meanwhile, “[dJogs played dominos with equal politeness.” Ponies walked
on their hind legs, carrying schoolbooks, and later executed a precise mili-
tary drill. A trained rat climbed a pole and raised the American flag.**

But disorder beckoned. Bears and elephants entered dancing and drink-
ing from bottles, while two goats played seesaw, one continually bouncing
the other off the end of the board, “after the manners of naughty little boys.”
The domino-playing dogs suddenly seemed to drop dead, only to be re-
vived into a dancing frenzy by a monkey playing a fiddle.* In a lithograph
from the same circus program, an eager monkey pupil wore a sign read-
ing “Pinch Me” on its tail while a crying pig wore a dunce cap (fig. 28).
The literary critics Peter Stallybrass and Allon White write that hogs occu-
pied an uneasy position in urbanizing societies because their fertile dung,
once so useful in the rural world, was now a major source of pollution. The
pig’s appearance and habits were eerily human: their pink skin resembled
European pigmentation, they ate a similarly omnivorous diet, and they lived
in close proximity to human beings, as they rooted around for refuse near
farmhouses and in fetid city streets.*® (Indeed, the Maori and Polynesian
term “long pig” refers to human flesh as food for cannibals.)®” In 1842 the
New York Daily Tribune counted some ten thousand pigs ranging in the city.
Susan Strasser points out that these urban hogs ate such great quantities of
trash, and provided such a good food source for the impoverished, that at-
tempts to remove them were met with organized resistance. Even into the
late nineteenth century, after local sanitation laws had banished pigs from
many streets, small pigsties were allowed in New York City, where some
tenement residents still kept pigs in their basements and apartments.®

Circus acts revealed this uneasy, liminal proximity of pigs to human
beings. In addition to performing as an “educated” porcine or naughty
schoolboy, the circus pig played a human baby in front of unsuspecting audi-
ences. In one enduring act, a clown tenderly nursed a fully swathed “baby”
with a bottle. The gentle scene suddenly ended when the baby, now squeal-
ing, wriggled out of its swaddling blankets, urinated all over the clown, and
promptly revealed its true identity®® Such staged encounters perhaps had
even greater resonance in an age when the spatial bifurcation of human
beings and animals rendered by trains, cars, electric trolleys, bicycles, and
other artifacts of modernity was seemingly growing at breakneck pace.
Even as early animal welfare activists in the Gilded Age affirmed the shared
sentient nature of human and animal consciousness by protesting acts of
cruelty toward animals, they sought to compartmentalize human-animal
encounters in the urban environment.*® Their efforts to retire exhausted
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Figure 28. “Sweet Bye & Bye,” P. T. Barnum’s Circus Museum and Menagerie, 1887.
Walking upright, riding bicycles, singing, and studying, these mostly dressed animals
confounded the boundaries between human and animal. (Interior program illustration
courtesy of Buffalo Bill Historical Center, Cody, Wyo., MS6, Davidson.10)



carriage horses and chafed, bleeding cart dogs, and their push to ame-
liorate abominable conditions for cows and pigs traveling in unventilated
railroad cars, were part of this larger project.* As such, they attempted
to rid the streets of strays, sickly, and dying animals by establishing new
humane societies that practiced a “noiseless process” of euthanasia, thus re-
moving the troubling specter of visible suffering from the streets.** They
also fought to shut down unsanitary dairies and miasmal urban slaugh-
terhouses.*” Edward Bellamy described a futuristic utopia set in the year
2000 wrought by centralization and mechanization in his best-selling novel
Looking Backward (1888): “Ceasing to be predatory in their habits, [people]
became co-workers, and found in fraternity, at once, the science of wealth
and happiness.” Likewise, animal welfare activists such as the New York
shipping heir Henry Bergh (founder of the American Society for the Pre-
vention of Cruelty to Animals in 1866) imagined a time when technology
would render animal labor, and hence animal cruelty, obsolete.** The hu-
mane movement was therefore predicated upon a decoupling of older, every-
day, utilitarian human-animal relationships, a curious “dehumanizing” of
sorts, as activists fought to remove animals from the public sphere. But the
pervasive presence of wandering dogs, hogs, and chickens on city streets
at the turn of the century spoke to the continued presence of an older
preindustrial order. The circus, with humanized animals and animalized
humans, highlighted this ambiguity of modern people’s position within the
natural world.

The popular images of various “human” animals have their intellectual
underpinnings in the Enlightenment. During this period, artists, poets, and
naturalists began to speculate about the common origins of human beings
and other animals. The seventeenth-century French artist Charles LeBrun
suggested that painters could learn to depict human emotions better by
studying animals.*® Seventeenth-century anatomists discovered that animal
physiology was remarkably close to that of humans.*® Voltaire and David
Hume departed from Descartes’s assumption that animals were simply liv-
ing machines by arguing that animals, like humans, were sentient beings.*”
The theory of evolution, corroborated by anatomical science, cemented the
physiological link between the human and the animal. Although Charles
Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) made no mention of humanity’s position
in the natural order, his later works, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Re-
lation to Sex (1871) and The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals
(1872), asserted that humans had evolved directly from primates.

In the 1890s showmen exhibited racial difference in explicit, evolution-
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ary terms. A new act, the “Race of the Races,” pitted various human “races”
against each other in footraces, and on horseback on the hippodrome track.
In 1891 Adam Forepaugh’s circus included an “Indian Foot Race, a genu-
ine contest for supremacy between the Brule and Assinnibone Indians.”*®
In Buffalo Bill's quarter-mile “Race of the Races” (1896), an international
spectrum of “cowboys” competed against each other: a Cossack, a Mexican,
an Arab, and a Gaucho, all riding horses of different “races.”*® A footrace in
1900 featured women of different races and places like the newly annexed
Philippines, thereby mirroring the political rhetoric of Theodore Roosevelt
and Alfred Beveridge, who applied Darwin’s theory of natural selection to
human society as a “scientific” justification for war and empire building.*

As a popular forum on evolutionary theory, the circus also playfully de-
stabilized the distinction between elite intellectual culture and mass enter-
tainment by transmogrifying science into burlesque. A Ringling Bros. route
book from 1894 contained an engraving of a grinning, gap-toothed monkey,
entitled, “Man, Previous to His Degeneration.” A circus program cartoon,
“Johanna’s Soliloquy,” depicted Johanna the chimpanzee atop a pile of books,
one clearly labeled “Darwin,” with a finger in her mouth while pondering a
human skull. In 1909 a newspaper article, bearing the headline“Circus Al-
most Looses Missing Link Again,” described how one of the Ringling Bros.
monkeys, “Darwin,” was rescued from a fire in his cage, taken to a luxury
hotel, and then transported to Madison Square Garden in a taxi: “Darwin
looked so much like a human being that the cab man wanted to charge him
the regular fare.”*

The nineteenth-century animal welfare movement proliferated in this
intellectual environment, in which the relationship between human beings
and animals was under heated reconsideration. Because evolutionary theory
linked human beings and animals to shared biological origins, some cir-
cus audience members saw the caged animal as an enslaved human being.
Consequently, animal acts remained virtually the only aspect of the cir-
cus that received consistent public protest in the late nineteenth century
and the early twentieth.”” Animal welfare organizations such as local Jack
London Clubs contended that captive animals stood as a symbol of “threat-
ened” manhood which had been newly imprisoned by urbanization, tech-
nology, bureaucratic institutions, and shrinking wilderness. Just as men’s
site of masculine renewal, the frontier, had been pronounced “closed” by
the U.S. Census Bureau in 1890, circus animals were forcibly taken from a
vanishing state of nature. Animal welfare organizations charged that wild
animals’ “natural” dignity was violated because they were made to dance
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in pink tutus and pose on their haunches, among other seemingly ridicu-
lous human postures.®® In an attempt to thwart such criticism, Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West claimed that its horses were “natural”: “there is absolutely no
artificiality in the entire programme— the horses are as they were intended
to be, and the men ride as horses should be ridden. They are not trained
to act before the limelight, neither are any of them subjected to tortures in
order to serve the whims of their masters.” **

Some defenders of the circus and Wild West show argued that animal
labor was no different than human labor. In contrast to animal welfare advo-
cates, William T. Hornaday asserted that labor for all creatures was critical

for survival:

[TJhere is no sound reasoning or logic assuming that the persons of
animals, tame or wild, are any more sacred than those of men, women
and children. We hold that it is no more “cruelty” for an ape or a dog to
work in training quarters or on the stage than it is for men, women and
young people to work as acrobats, or actors, or to engage in honest toil
eight hours per day. Who gave to any warm-blooded animal that con-
sumes food and requires shelter the right to live without work? No one.
I am sure that no trained bear of my acquaintance ever had to work as
hard for his food and shelter as does the average bear out in the wilds.
... Now has he anything on the performing bear? Decidedly not.*®

Despite accusations from animal welfare advocates decrying unnatural
circus animal labor, the beasts offered audience members opportunities for
imaginative rejuvenation: spectators could feel the rumble of a herd of ele-
phants thundering through the big top, or smell the dung of camels and
polar bears; one could actually see a tiger’s muscles ripple as it jumped
through a flaming hoop. With this physical proximity to potentially vio-
lent animals came the exciting specter of accidental animal escapes when
the big top was blown down by a storm, or when a deadly railway acci-
dent forced cars packed with animals to lurch off the tracks. During the
1890s the Walter L. Main circus published a pamphlet which detailed its
fatal railroad wreck near Tyrone, Pennsylvania, on May 30, 1893. At least
five men and forty-nine horses died, and a panther, lion, tiger, zebra, yak,
hyena, and scores of monkeys and elephants escaped into the countryside.
The pamphlet vividly described how the loose tiger shattered the bucolic
peace: “Then the untamed monster started out in the country looking for
new fields. He came to the farmyard of Alfred Thomas, where a woman was
milking a cow. The woman left suddenly and the tiger sprang upon the cow
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and killed her. He was devouring his quivering meal when the farmer ap-
peared with his rifle and shot the tiger. Pleased with his royal sport, Farmer
Thomas shouldered his rifle and started in pursuit of a panther that he knew
was cavorting on the mountainside.”

Although such opportunities for hunting circus animals on the loose
were rare, the circus offered its audience members the imagined pleasures
of the hunt. The boy hunter at the circus was a common character in chil-
dren’s circus fiction. Plucky, daring orphan boys single-handedly wrangled
a loose circus lion or bear before it destroyed a community.*” P. T. Barnum
wrote several children’s books featuring boy protagonists who tracked, cap-
tured, or killed wild beasts. He dedicated one of his earliest efforts, Lion
Jack (1876), to “the many boys of America, who have gazed with round-eyed
wonder and admiration at the wild beasts which, for their amusement and
instruction, I have gathered together from all parts of the world into my
menageries[.] I dedicate this story of a good and brave American boy, who
fought with lions in their lairs and other wild animals in African jungles
and Asiatic deserts, and gained much glory and wealth.”*®

Show programs and published manuscripts of animal agents described
harrowing accounts of capturing wild animals in distant lands, an activity
made all the more dangerous because animals were valuable to the circus
only if captured alive.’® The animal dealer Charles Mayer remembered that
when he captured sixty elephants running amok on a Malay sultan’s ter-
ritory, three Malay men—who remained nameless in his account—were
killed in the process.®® As part of their quest to showcase male power, pro-
prietors consciously purchased “superlative” animal specimens that were
the largest, fastest, strongest, fiercest exemplars of their “race.”® An ani-
mal’s size magnified its appeal and danger, for the animal might injure
its handler, or it might escape, causing pandemonium in a peaceful town.
Strength, musculature, size, and ferocity were all signs of superlative ani-
mal manhood. In the winter of 1881-82, P. T. Barnum created a public up-
roar in England when he purchased Jumbo, a towering African elephant
living at the London Zoo. When Jumbo initially refused to board the ship
on which he was to be taken to the United States, the British press wrote
of Jumbo’s “desire” to remain in London, consequently sparking an unsuc-
cessful nationwide letter-writing campaign for Jumbo to stay. Captured as
a baby by Arab hunters in Abyssinia in 1861, Jumbo was still growing when
he reached the United States in 1882 (plate 4).

Jumbo, the “Lord of All the Beasts,” was portrayed as a model of manly
kindness who—despite his power and potential fury—allowed children to
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ride him. Show programs chronicled his altruistic character, especially after
his sudden death in 1885. Just hours after a performance at St. Thomas,
Ontario, Jumbo sacrificed his own life when he allegedly threw his best
friend, Tom Thumb, a dwarf clown elephant, and his keeper, Mathew Scott,
out of the path of an oncoming train. Jumbo was crushed and dead within
minutes. P. T. Barnum recounted Jumbo’s bravery in a melodramatic chil-
dren’s story in which he took three small children (Tom, Trixie, and Gay)
to his circus. ““Who was Jumbo?” asked Trixie. ‘Oh, a tremendous elephant,
as big as six of these rolled into one! He went to Canada, and there a loco-
motive smashed into his brain, and he turned over and died. But first he
wrapped his trunk around the baby elephant and flung him safe off the
track, [said Tom]. ‘Good Jumbo!" said Gay with a smile; but there were
tears in Trixie’s eyes. ‘Yes, baby; and that's the way we would jump for you
in any danger, added Tom.”°*

Depicting the fatal collision between Jumbo and the train as the inevi-
table triumph of industrial technology over nature, program engravings
portrayed the elephant as many times larger than the train: “The leviathan
of the rail and the mountain of bone and brawn came together with a crash
that made the solid road-bed quake. The heavy iron bars of the engine’s pilot
were broken and twisted as if they had been but grape vines.”® After hiring
the scientists Henry A. Ward and Carl Akeley to prepare the elephant’s
corpse, Barnum profitably exhibited Jumbo’s massive hide and “majestic”
skeleton in the name of scientific uplift along his transcontinental route.®*

Perhaps best known for his “marriage” to Johanna the ersatz gorilla
in 1893, Chiko the chimpanzee was marketed as insatiable, athletic, and
racially “black.” One scientist, R. L. Garner, stated that Chiko was “several
inches taller than the best” he had ever seen and the “finest specimen” of his
“race” —although official scientific opinion was divided regarding Chiko’s
actual “race”: was he a chimpanzee, a “black” orangutan, a gorilla, or of
mixed descent? Or might he be human? One thing is certain in hindsight:
Chiko was no gorilla, because circuses did not acquire genuine gorillas until
1921.% Zoologists noted that Chiko’s thumbs—unlike those of other apes—
were virtually human, and that he could probably learn to play the piano
and bass.’® Garner tried to prompt Chiko to speak in order to record his
voice. Chiko, “a perfect gentleman unless otherwise provoked,” roared in
response.®” Agents further identified Chiko as a “missing link” by conjuring
racially charged stories about his political “career” in Africa before capture.
They based these tales upon the observations of a fictitious traveler in the
Congo who noted that Chiko had been an alderman in the wild. The trav-
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eler also reported that Chiko possessed prodigious strength and appetite,
and could eat dozens of apples followed by a swallow of coffee. Press agents
also noted impishly that Chiko’s high social rank in the Congo made him a
“soclety favorite” in the United States.®®

Speculation regarding Chiko’s racial “purity” became especially intense
when Chiko was “married” to Johanna—whose “race” was also in question.
The wedded chimps were a metaphor for contemporary discourses about
race and the permissible bounds of racial “mixing,” given the frequent refer-
ences to couple’s plans to procreate.®® After Chiko’s untimely death in 1894
(from “a surfeit of apples”), he was stuffed and displayed at the American
Museum of Natural History. Posed in a standing position with his “strong”
right arm extended, Chiko wore a wistful expression. His bones had been
replaced by wood, and his skeleton was on exhibit nearby.™

Because Chiko was the “finest specimen of his race,” showmen promoted
him as an archetypal chimpanzee (or gorilla or orangutan, depending upon
one’s scientific opinion). Donna Haraway observes that turn-of-the-century
zoologists commonly hunted for adult male animals as “typical” representa-
tives of their species.” As such, Chiko symbolized virile manhood, capable
of bending the bars of his cage and terrorizing his keeper. Advertising Chiko
as an African “statesman,” circus proprietors endowed the chimp with the
same physical qualities that contemporary Euroamerican racial theorists
bestowed upon black men. One lithograph from 1893 (the same year that
Chiko was added to the menagerie) depicts an unnamed gorilla, incorrectly
listed as an orangutan, walking upright, wielding a rock in one hand, and
holding a frightened white woman under his other arm: “Just secured and
now added. A Giant Black Orang . . . more closely resembling man than any
other creature known to exist using knives, forks, cups and other articles in
precisely the same manner as a human being. The veritable missing link”
(fig. 29). Chiko, like Johanna, performed next to Africans at the Ethnologi-
cal Congress. Haraway argues that in death, animals could be manipulated,
through the process of taxidermy, into imagined natural perfection, offer-
ing museum and circus patrons “a peephole into the jungle.”” In addition,
she postulates that “taxidermy fulfills the fatal desire to represent, to be
whole; it is a politics of reproduction.”” At museums and circuses, show-
men and taxidermists “reproduced” dioramas of dead animals to fashion an
idealized natural world where males were physically superior to females,
even though androgynous living animals like Chiko’s strong “wife” Johanna
confounded such normative notions.

Early-twentieth-century animal photographers also used the dangerous
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Figure 29. “A Giant Black Orang,” Barnum & Bailey, 1893. Billed as an orangutan,

a gorilla, and correctly as a chimpanzee, this circus primate used silverware, sat in a
rocker to the astonishment of the crowd, got “married,” and hauled off a white woman in a
racialized depiction of a humanized animal. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World
Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL38-93-25)

large male as their primary “representative” subject (just as deer hunters
have always prized the buck with the biggest antler spread, using standards
created by the Boone and Crockett Club). Martin and Osa Johnson, wildlife
photographers and filmmakers from Kansas who chronicled “wild” human
and animal subjects from Africa and Asia in their memoirs and in circus
advertisements, described a lone male African rhinoceros that was ready to
charge: “Then one day we saw a beautiful specimen, perfectly posed, with
both background and lighting exactly right for a picture. His Roman nose
and splendid horns were clearly outlined, his heavy shoulders and muscles
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rippled magnificently in the sun. Martin set up his camera and turned it
over to me; at a signal I was to start grinding.”™ The circus, like the wildlife
photographer, captured and commodified the vanishing animal wilderness
as a portable, snapshot spectacle.

ANIMAL TRAINERS

Armed only with a thin chair, a whip, a starter pistol, and sugar or slivers of
meat, the animal trainer calmly commanded cats, giant Asian and African
quadrupeds, and pachyderms to dance in formation, leap through flaming
hoops, or ride atop one another in unfathomable configurations of predator
and prey. Trainers and press agents actively promoted their use of a recent
late-nineteenth-century training method called the “kindness method” in
order to rebut accusations of animal cruelty.™ As its name implies, the kind-
ness method used a reward system in which the animal was given treats
and praise for learning new skills; unruly behavior in cats, for instance,
was usually punished with little more than a short rap to the nose. Cir-
cus proprietors and trainers reasoned that beating an animal made little
sense because animals were an expensive investment which yielded high
returns only with good treatment. They asserted that circus animals were
healthier and lived longer than zoo animals.” In his autobiography, Carl
Hagenbeck took credit for developing the kindness method when he began
training animals for circuses in the mid-1880s.”” Other famous trainers, in-
cluding Frank Bostock and Mabel Stark, also advocated kindness principles.
Katherine Grier connects the rhetoric of “kindness” to the growing cultural
authority of the American middle class. In the social context of the “kind”
republic in the early nineteenth century, these Americans began to idealize
a “domestic ethic of kindness” toward animals. Currier and Ives lithographs
and sentimental novels portrayed animals as loyal guardians who formed
monogamous, self-contained families comparable to those of their owners.™

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the domestic focus of the kind-
ness method ideology also complemented contemporary attitudes about the
“white man’s burden.” Trainers following kindness principles prided them-
selves for being reserved, stoic, and infinitely patient with their unpredict-
able charges. Dressed in paramilitary garb, such trainers saw themselves as
stern father figures to their unruly animal “children.” Trainers likened ani-
mals from tropical zones to people of color from nonindustrial societies over
which Europe and the United States held financial, military, and strategic
control. Frank Bostock, a member of an illustrious English family of animal
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trainers, referred to his circus animals as “untamed men and women” and
contended: “The training of my dumb companions is never cruel—less so
... than the firmness exercised occasionally in the correction of an evilly
disposed child.”” Similarly, Carl Hagenbeck spoke of people from coun-
tries where he captured untamed animals as “uncivilized . . . no less wild
than the beasts” with which they worked. This juxtaposition of the human
and animal made the trope of the white man’s burden visually complete, as
people of color and beasts were “trained” together for profit and ostensible
edification.®

Although performances with animals highlighted the biological inter-
connectedness of the animal and the human, trainers took pride in their
“mastery” over beasts.’’ As models of disciplined manliness, animal trainers
argued that absolute sobriety was an essential part of their craft.** Bostock
emphasized that the trainer had to be on the job around the clock. Carni-
vores, for one, had to be trained at night, because these nocturnal predators
were dull and lazy during the day. Bostock noted that successful trainers—
even when injured —were always calm, adding that the first principle of
training a wild animal was “never let an animal know his [own] power.” %
Bostock added that a trainer must never lie down when working with an
animal, that only the upright trainer was master. On the ground he became
fair game for attack.®

Showmen juxtaposed the trainer’s detached calm with the omnipresence
of animal dangers. In an interview for the Detroit Free Pressin 1890, George
Conklin, a lion tamer, nonchalantly introduced the reporter to the menag-
erie: “These are the man-eating tigers of India. . . . They are full grown and
in the prime of life. The one with a chain on his neck has lately killed his
man. . . . Yes, indeed. These are the genuine killers. Do not go too near the
cages. They have a fearfully long and sudden reach.”® Newspaper articles
focused upon the male trainer’s stoicism when he was injured in front of
an audience. Still, women and men both obeyed the circus’s ethos of “the
show must go on,” regardless of the severity of one’s wounds. When Jack
Bonavita was mauled by a group of lions in Indianapolis in 1900, he coolly
shoved the handle of his whip down one cat’s throat and shouted commands
at the others, and all continued their tricks. The audience roared approv-
ingly, but after four stunts Bonavita bowed gracefully, staggered off stage,
and was whisked off to the hospital. The journalist Cleveland Moffett noted
that “Bonavita’s steady nerve saved him.”

Whereas the circus cultivated the erotic image of women animal trainers,
male trainers were marketed as models of manly stoicism. Usually dressed
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in khaki or formal wear, male trainers did not encounter the same kinds of
problems as women trainers, who were often forced to wear impractical,
fluffy dress. In the second decade of the twentieth century, Mabel Stark,
for one, was required to don an awkward feather headdress during a lion
act with the Al G. Barnes circus. Attracted to the birdlike movement of the
headdress, the lion pounced on Stark and cut a five-inch gash on her head.*”

By contrast, prominent trainers who worked exclusively with domestic
animals were not marketed as quintessential “manly” men. Their acts were
intended to be humorous, not death defying. Alf Loyal, a dog trainer with
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, was never advertised as “fearless” or
“masterful.” Instead, his billing focused on the funny, human exploits of his
dogs: “Dogs that actually think and reason. Introducing “Toque’ who rides,
leaps and juggles like a man; and ‘Chiquita,” the clown-dog whose real sense
of humor will merit your closest attention.”*® Emil Pallenberg, who trained
brown bears, was similarly invisible as he worked with “[wJonderful acro-
batic cycle-riding, rope-walking bruins” seemingly devoid of virile ferocity,
just as the cuddly “teddy bear” (a national craze modeled after Theodore
Roosevelt beginning in 1906) rendered the potentially lethal bear into a
child’s toy*

As an arbiter of nature, the trainer commanded predator and prey ani-
mals to perform together as friends in the biblically evocative “happy family”
act (plate 5). In reality, though, the trainer’s skill had little to do with the
animals’ docility: they had been fed so thoroughly that they were little
danger to each other. At the turn of the century, Frank Bostock trained
lions, tigers, hyenas, sloth bears, polar bears, and Tibetan bears to work
together with their respective enemies. Bostock proclaimed mixed-group
training “wonderful,” because “['the animals’] have been subjected to this
gross indignity by the superiority of man.”®® Captain Jack Bonavita, a pupil
of Bostock, exhibited twenty-seven lions at once in 1900. Reportedly, Theo-
dore Roosevelt admired Bonavita's simultaneous mastery over “twenty-
seven kings of the forest.”*!

The trainer became master of life and death when animals became violent
or, in circus parlance, “went bad.” The trainer either banished the animal
through permanent caging (the commonest punishment) or arranged the
offender’s execution. Bostock observed that “going bad” was an occasional
and inexplicable part of the aging process that only struck a few species,
most commonly lions, tigers, and elephants. Advertisements lured specta-
tors to see these rogue animals with lurid stories about man-eaters. One
headline roared: “Fierce Battle for Life of Boy Crushed in Assassin Tiger’s
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Jaws,” after Frank Bostock’s tiger, Rajah, broke loose in New York City in
1901, then killed and partially ate a sixteen-year-old boy. The article con-
tinued, “[Rajah the tiger] cannot understand why the dainty morsels which
pass and repass the cage in the form of exclamatory, admiring women can-
not be thrown to him as choice tidbits. But Rajah is doomed to a life of
enforced abstinence, for even the bloodless pleasures of other days are to
be denied him.”*

The execution of an intractable circus elephant, or “bull,” was the least
common but most spectacular instance of the animal trainer’s ultimate
power. Pachyderms “gone bad” were put to death by firing squad, poison,
or strangulation. On October 8, 1888, the Adam Forepaugh circus pub-
licly strangled Chief Forepaugh, a forty-year-old elephant, after he killed
seven men during several rampages in Philadelphia, Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan, Topeka, Kansas, and Akron, Ohio, where he temporarily “took posses-
sion” of the town. Circus workers strangled Chief by tying a noose around
his neck and attaching the ropes to elephants on either side of him who
then moved in opposite directions. Like other dead circus animals, Chief
was taken to a scientific institution, in this case the University of Pennsyl-
vania, where he was skinned, stuffed, and studied.®® P. T. Barnum recounted
that Albert, “a very large and treacherous Asiatic elephant,” was sentenced
to death after he killed one of his keepers in 1885. On July 20, Albert was
publicly executed on the outskirts of Keene, New Hampshire. The elephant
was chained to four trees; the location of his heart and brain were marked
with chalk. Thirty-three members of the Keene Light Guard stood in line at
sixteen paces, and at the word of their commanding officer, fired at Albert,
who collapsed without a struggle. His remains were donated to the Smith-
sonian Institution.®* After Adam Forepaugh donated Tip the elephant to
the Central Park Zoo in 1889, Tip continued to terrorize (and kill) several
keepers. Finally deemed “bad” by his last keeper, William Snyder, Tip was
publicly poisoned in May 1894. The New York Times covered the graphic
scene: “In his paroxysm he whirled about the little limits of his cage, reared
his great body against the heavy timbers, and charged upon [the crowd]
with his blunted tusks. He raised his trunk high into the air and trumpeted
in agony. From his mouth he spouted big drops of blood, and then, gather-
ing himself with all his might, he made one dash toward the rear of his pen,
beyond which lay the green lawn of the Park. Chains that bound him broke
like springs, and he was almost free. But the poison was doing its work, and
when the monster seemed sure to dash himself against the outer cell wall,
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upon the chain which still held fast about his foot he tripped. It stopped him
in his rush.”%

Ted Ownby has written that the elephant execution represents a ghoul-
ish metaphor for lynching —itself a form of violent community spectacle.”
Proprietors often depicted the elephant as racially “black.” Exported from
Africa or India, elephants portrayed “savage” masculinity in its largest land-
mammal form. Osa and Martin Johnson blamed the African elephant’s in-
tractability on the African man, who they claimed was too “uncivilized” to
domesticate the elephant, unlike the “more advanced” Asian races: “Is it
any wonder that the African elephant has also remained a savage, when the
members of the human race that reside near him fall so low in the scale of
man?”®’

Showmen attributed the elephant’s crazy behavior to “must,” a frenzied
sexual state that made the elephant combustible. Euroamerican discourses
about black men similarly articulated the imagined dangers of black male
sexuality in an explosion of racist scholarship at the turn of the century:
Charles Carroll, The Negro a Beast (1900); William B. Smith, The Color Line:
A Briefin Behalf of the Unborn (1905); and Robert Shufeldt, The Negro, a Men-
ace to American Civilization (1907). According to Bederman, white south-
ern men saw the powerful fiction of the “Negro rapist” as an enormous
threat to their manhood, their communities, and “civilization.”®® A record
number of 161 recorded lynchings occurred in 1892, and actual numbers
were undoubtedly higher.” Nevertheless, most African American victims of
the lynch mob were never accused of rape. Many were murdered because
they were an economic threat to local white businesses. The circus elephant
sexually run amok, as well as the financially successful African American
man and the fiction of black sexual prowess, symbolized a threat to Euro-
american community order.

MANLINESS UNDER THE BIG TOP

Wearing thin tights and a leotard, the male big-top player’s body was always
in plain view. As P. T. Barnum suggested, the circus’s visual exhibition of the
disciplined, athletic male body provided an excellent lesson in virtue for the
young boy. “'TThe [circus] athlete demonstrates the perfection of train-
ing of which the human body is capable. His feats of strength and graceful
agility pleases the understanding as well as the eye, and if the average small
boy does stand on his head and practice turning ‘hand-springs’ and flip-
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flaps” with exasperating persistence for three weeks running after going to
the circus his physique will be all the better for it.”'*°

The flying trapeze replicated contemporary thrills such as balloon flight,
mountain climbing, and the nascent sport of flying an airplane. Originally
popularized by the French physical-education teacher and impresario Jean
Léotard in the 1850s (whose tight costuming still bears his name), the flying
trapeze transformed its practitioners into somersaulting, muscular missiles
through space. Programs described Charles Siegrist’s stunts as “daring dis-

» «

plays of unrivaled accomplishments,” “startling feats of skill and sureness

» 101

... defy[ing7 the laws of gravitation.”'®' But the program left it at that: in
stark contrast to their treatment of big-top women, whose family-centered
origins in show business were highly touted, press releases and programs
paid little attention to Siegrist’s life outside the ring. His life story mimicked
the individualistic, manly “rags to riches” trope of several circus owners.
Born in a covered wagon on the Oregon Trail in 1880, Siegrist (whose origi-
nal surname was Patterson) was orphaned as a young child. Supporting
himself as a newspaper seller, young Charles, who had a severe speech im-
pediment, attracted his customers’ attention by doing acrobatic tricks on
street corners. As a nine-year-old he was recruited to become a blackface
minstrel performer with the O’'Brien Brothers, and in 1898 James A. Bailey
contracted him to work for the Barnum & Bailey circus, where he stayed
until 1931. Charles adopted the surname of his mentor, the trapeze artist
Toto Siegrist, shortly after he joined the circus.'* Until his death in 1953,
Siegrist was an active part of the outfit, even after suffering a broken neck.

Euroamerican big-top men (like their lady colleagues) incorporated new
machines into their thrill acts. In 19038 Nick Howard worked as “Cyclo,
the demon wheel man, Davis.” Howard’s act consisted of riding a bicycle
twenty-one times around a sixty-four-foot track containing a vertical wall.
In an interview, “Cyclo” explained that fear would only kill him, because if
he stopped moving when ascending the wall, he would fall and crush his
head. The circus promised audiences “two minutes of sheer terror,” stat-
ing that “only such a trick . . . comes from marvelous skill and undaunted
intrepidy.” ' In contrast to the marketing of Mauricia de Tiers and other
female riders in the “I’Auto Bolide” act, there was no mention of Howard’s
“good breeding” or “refined” education to temper the physicality of his act,
because the powerful performance of the “Kinetic Demon” confirmed rather
than subverted male norms.

The looming possibility of a mishap enhanced a player’s brave, manly
persona. Headlines blared: “Fall from Trapeze: George Dunbar Nearly
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Killed”; or, “Women Scream as Rider Falls: Ancillotti Fails to Clear Gap in
His Circus Feat and Is Badly Hurt.”'** When Otto Kline, a Wild West trick
rider with Barnum & Bailey’s circus, was killed after he fell off his horse
at Madison Square Garden in 1916, all local papers covered the tragedy,
featuring headlines like “Cowboy Rider Killed before Circus Crowd,” and
offered extensive coverage of the funeral.®® In most instances, nonetheless,
circus men survived; press releases cited this sort of unflinching “show-
must-go-on” comportment as proof of quintessential manliness, because
these well-proportioned male bodies betrayed little sign of pain, even when
it was excruciating. By contrast, showmen depicted clowns and African
American men to be outrageously sensitive to minute discomfort. Drama-
tizations of stoicism and pain were tied to racial stereotypes.

Asian bodily stunts tapped into stereotypic “oriental” practices, notably
fire walking and sleeping on the proverbial bed of nails. Japanese, Arab, Chi-
nese, and South Asian acrobats commonly played scenes of imagined bodily
torture. Japanese acrobats frequently exhibited the perch act, a harrowing
stunt involving several people, often whole families: one artist balanced a
pole or ladder upon his shoulders or forehead, and smaller players —usually
children—climbed the object in balance and performed acrobatics and bal-
ancing stunts in midair. In 1894 Okeo Akimota ascended a ladder of swords
with bare feet.'® Arab troupes—often simply called Bedouins—executed a
series of impressive ground acts that included leaping, somersaulting, and
the aptly named reversed pyramid building, a stunt which required one per-
son to hold up several others in an inverted triangle: a world turned upside
down (plate 6).

At Carl Hagenbeck’s Greater Shows in 1907, press agents unveiled Po-
line, the famous Hindoo Fakir, who could lift sixty-pound weights with his
eyelid. A picture depicted Poline with a rope attached to his “muscular”
eyelid, which was connected to a small child positioned at his feet, whom
he would later lift.” A Barnum & Bailey lithograph from 1916 depicts the
members of a Chinese troupe of acrobats calmly sipping tea while being
suspended by their hair (fig. 30). Tiny Kline watched Chinese aerial acro-
bats tumble in “tortuous” poses wearing “kaleidoscopic” costumes, while
juggling plates on strawlike sticks.”® The wives of the Chinese acrobats
participated in the act’s finale.

[E7Jach couple sat down to a small table to which the chairs were at-
tached at the base, facing each other and a tea service before them. Two
ropes were lowered from a crane-bar overhead as the assistant passed the

CKing of Beasts to Clowns in Drag ] 165



OF CHINESE ARTISTS PERFORM THE

Figure 30. “A Chinese Tea Party,” Barnum & Bailey, 1916. Echoing missionary
representations, Asian performers frequently appeared in ascetic scenes of bodily
contortionism at the circus. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL44-16-1U-3)




hook attached to the rope, through the tightly braided and twisted knob
of hair of each, while man and wife inter-locked their legs under the table.
At the signal of the equestrian director’s whistle, all three couples were
hoisted in the air; joined by their legs they appeared to be sitting relaxed
on the chairs, though actually being suspended by their hair,—support-
ing the weight of the table as well. . . . With the pulling of the scalp
affecting the facial expression, it took on a look of fright, as if they had
suddenly seen a ghost. Sitting there in the air, they poured and sipped
their tea as though they enjoyed the party . . . meanwhile, four of their
comrades were being hoisted up at various points along the track to the
ropes, stretched from the top of quarter poles at far ends of the big top,
down toward the center, and as the tea-party was lowered to the ground,
down came these four flying Chinamen in a “slide for life” —suspended
by their queues; each carrying the American flag in one hand, the Chi-
nese flag in the other, thus assuring themselves of applause which I am

sure they would have earned even without “presenting colors.”'*°

The majority of circus contortionists were Euroamerican men, but they
were often racially masked, labeled as “indiarubber men” or “klischniggers”
(after a famous European, Edward Klischnigg, who played an ape in En-
glish theaters and circuses in the 1830s). J. H. Walter, an Englishman also
known as the “Serpent-man,” was an internationally renowned contortion-
ist in the 1880s whose writhing flexibility enabled him to bend backward
with his head peering out between his feet; in this position (known as the
Marinelli bend), Walter clenched a mouth grip and lifted his body into the
air without the use of his hands. An interviewer once pressed Walter to re-
veal whether women found him irresistible given his ability to bend his body
into such unusual positions; Walter sadly replied that his severe bodily regi-
men had rendered him weak and impotent: “Sir, the chastity which monks
do not always observe is forced upon an artist of my class. . . . I have all the
appearance of a strong man; my chest is wider than your own, but beneath
it I conceal the lungs of a child; they are stunted by the daily pressure of my
thoracic cage.” '

As a site for remarkable bodily contortions, the big top was also home to
gender ambiguity and play. Even though showmen valorized brawny male
performers, big-top acrobats—both men and women—were most success-
ful if they were petite. As a result, their virtually identical dress and similar
degrees of muscularity made male and female big-top athletes androgy-
nous. In England, the voyeuristic barrister Arthur Munby was mesmer-
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ized by watching “feminized” men such as Jean Léotard work the single
trapeze." Moreover, explicit drag acts had long been part of the Ameri-
can circus. In the 1840s, Robert Stickney introduced “The Frolics of My
Granny,” in which an old woman wearing a bonnet and skirt rode into the
arena with a bouncy and fidgety young boy on her shoulders. Suddenly, the
old woman and the boy were cast aside—revealed to be a wicker frame—
and the human mass was transformed into a single male rider in tights."* In
1859 G. A. Farini, a wire walker and also a circus manager, walked across
Niagara Falls on a cable while dressed as Biddy O’Flaherty, an Irish washer-
woman who laundered clothes as she made the treacherous crossing."* In
the 1870s Farini’s adopted son, El Nino, wore drag as Lulu, a popular leaper
who catapulted twenty-five feet into the air off'a hidden springboard. Wear-
ing drag, Fred Biggs opened the big-top program for Sells-Floto in 1913
as “The Initial Laugh. . . . He is the only man on the American continent
who can by his solitary efforts, entertain such a vast gathering as daily
visits the Sells-Floto Circus. Watch for Biggs. You'll laugh at him. You can’t
help it. Fun is his middle name and he’d bring a chuckle to a man with the
mumps.” "

Duping an audience of gullible rubes was an integral part of drag’s plea-
sures. Route books and newspaper articles documented male riders and
acrobats who enjoyed standing in for female colleagues suddenly taken ill.
At the Ringling Bros. circus at Watertown, South Dakota, June 1892, the
route book noted: “Blanche Reed having measles, Mike Rooney [a fellow
rider] substitutes. With curly wig and cheeks like two blush roses; with
corset upside down and dainty dress of taffy-candy pink, Mike looked ‘too
sweet for anything” Made a hit with his bow. Did splendid.”"*> At the Bar-
num & Bailey production at Chicago in October 1904, Jeremy Silbon substi-
tuted for an ill female trapeze artist. According to the Chicago Daily Journal,
“When the big audiences at the Barnum & Bailey show are applauding the
daring mid-air performances of Mademoiselle Cleveland and voting that
she is the prettiest girl in the show, that ‘young woman’ is enjoying the joke
.... [She is] in reality, a fine healthy boy.”"*®

As an itinerant amusement that attracted outsiders, the circus generally
accepted drag artists. Georgie Lake, a transvestite, worked comfortably at
the cooch show in the years surrounding World War 1. Players like Berta
“Slats” Beeson, a wire walker with the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey
circus, slipped into male and female personas with ease, inside and outside
the canvas big top. As “the world’s only aerial danseuse, the madcap of the
wire-running, dancing, leaping, swinging, pirouetting on a slender thread
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of steel,” Beeson in his act did not betray his “real” gender. Tom Barron, “the
World’s Tallest Clown,” recalls that “ Beeson’] was a female impersonator,
but he wasn’t feminine acting at all, in fact, he was captain of the baseball
team. A terrific guy, he was really funny.” "’

But Beeson’s female impersonator act, along with Albert Hodgini’s role
as “Miss Daisy” (described in chapter 4), do speak to the existence of a
larger, vibrant drag culture in the early twentieth century. The female im-
personator Julian Eltinge advanced his vaudeville and movie career by pub-
lishing the Julian Eltinge Magazine and Beauty Hints, which provided eager
female consumers with advice on cosmetics and clothing. Drag played an
important role in the saloons, resorts, live sex shows, dance halls, and dime
museums of the Bowery in New York City. George Chauncey suggests
that drag was but one part of a complex “gay world” in the early twenti-

»

mverts,

» «

eth century. He argues that “fairies, female impersonators,” and
“traders” were more broadly accepted in the first third of the twentieth cen-
tury than in subsequent decades, in part because contemporary scientific
and popular constructions of an intermediate “third sex” made homosexuals
less threatening to standard male codes. “[ The fairy] was so obviously a
‘third-sexer, a different species of human being, that his very effeminacy
served to confirm rather than threaten the masculinity of other men. . . .
Their representation of themselves as ‘intermediate types’ made it easier
for men to interact with them (and even have sex with them) by making it
clear who would play the ‘man’s part’ in the interaction.” "

In this environment, Eltinge, Hodgini, and Beeson enjoyed a wide audi-
ence. The breadth of circus drag stars was especially remarkable because
they brought aspects of this urban gay world to isolated rural areas. Chaun-
cey suggests that popular notions of the “third sex” allowed a man to par-
ticipate in this rich and fluid gay world without being stigmatized as “devi-
ant,” “so long as he abided by masculine gender conventions.” " The theater
historian Laurence Senelick notes that Eltinge “normalized” his drag act by
behaving “like a man” offstage.'””® Hodgini and Beeson remained at the cen-
ter of the circus community, in large part because they conformed to social
norms—married with children, captain of the baseball team —once they left

the ring.

CLOWNS

Clad in pancake white and sleek jester garb, or in big, baggy clothes, huge
shoes, a tiny hat, and a gigantic nose, the clown toddled around the big top,

CKing of Beasts to Clowns in Drag ] 169



childishly teasing the ringmaster. An essential part of the circus since its
American arrival in the late eighteenth century, the clown “interfered” with
the serious acts and “covered” for workers setting up another act or players
who were unexpectedly injured. Unlike those male players whose manliness
was augmented by staged encounters with fierce animals, the clown usually
worked with relatively harmless creatures: pigs, mules, geese, and pigeons.
Jules Turnour and Emmett Kelly, among others, took up clowning because
their bodies could no longer handle the physical strain of acrobatics, con-
tortionism, and riding; in many cases the clown, in contrast to other, more
athletic big-top performers, represented the male body in physical decline.

With historical roots in traveling medieval troupes and the European
tradition of the court jester, clowns worked a variety of raucous acts. They
played in big, off-key clown bands during the concert, did solo acts under
the big top, danced in drag at the cooch show, and played in sprawling big-
top clown congresses. In addition, several accomplished riders and acrobats
played clownish roles in floppy garb and occasional pancake. Like the “genu-
ine” clown, these comic riders mocked conventional norms, staging spastic
and undignified acrobatics on a horse’s rump.

No one particular look characterized the clown; each clown’s costuming
and makeup style served as his distinctive trademark (fig. 31). Al Miaco,
for example, was a traditional “whiteface” clown and dressed as a Shake-
spearean jester, wearing caps and bells. Although covered in clown white,
his facial features essentially remained his own. He performed over-the-top
caricatures of bodily containment and cultural refinement. By contrast, the
auguste clown, also known as the “proper clown,” who appeared in or out
of whiteface, burlesqued his body with an exaggerated nose, mouth, eyes,
and ears, shaggy hair, and decrepit, oddly sized, zany, too-bright clothes.
Whitefaced clowns often performed with their auguste counterparts in
what Paul Bouissac calls a dichotomy of “culture” versus “nature”: the suave
whitefaced clown playing the violin, for instance, while the dirty auguste
clown frolics around the big top making music with a rubber glove that
he has just pretended was a cow’s udder.® The presence of animals aug-
mented the centrality of displacement and liminality to clowning. Physi-
cally masked, the clown worked with the stubborn, humorous mule, neither
horse nor donkey, and the pig, a fully liminal, fully humanized animal at the
circus. He also drove ungainly teams of ostriches instead of horses. Clown-
ing often blended with the sideshow as giants, midgets, and other players
with physical abnormalities often played clowns. In the 1920s Ernie Burch
dressed in drag, complete with enormous rubbery breasts, gowns, gaudy
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Figure 31. Clown group, ca. 1905. Note the presence of whiteface and auguste clowns,
a tramp, a pot-bellied police officer, a drag clown, a Hebrew clown (standing far lef?),
and mules for the January Act. (Photograph courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., CL-N81-GRP-3)

pancake makeup, and a big, blonde wig, a la Mae West; in the auguste tradi-
tion, Lou Jacobs also worked in drag, wielding an overgrown baby carriage
in his act, sometimes with dachshund in tow. The oddly shaped “wiener dog”
enhanced the act’s subversive look.

By the turn of the century, the clown’s act had become almost purely
visual. His voice could no longer be heard amid the din of three rings and
two stages of activity under the cavernous big top.'** This silent “joey” (a ge-
neric term derived from the name of the eighteenth-century English clown
Joey Grimaldi) was a throwback to clowning’s antecedents in European
pantomime. The “talking clown” had been an integral part of the Ameri-
can circus until Barnum & Bailey instituted the three-ring standard for the
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largest circuses in 1881. At the one-ring show, the talking clown “guyed”
(teased) the ringmaster, made jokes about local politics and current national
news, sang comic tunes, and often spoke several languages to satisfy poly-
glot immigrant communities. In the cozy atmosphere of the forty-two-foot
circle, the talking clown maintained an intimate relationship with his audi-
ence. A French immigrant, Jules Turnour, clowned for small wagon shows
before joining the Ringling Bros. in 1889. He recalled his earliest days at
the one-ring circus and his constant, mad-dash preparations to tailor each
performance to its specific location: “The tents were not nearly so large as
they are now and you could talk to your audience and be readily under-
stood. Accordingly, I made haste, as soon as I reached a town, to get a local
newspaper, find out what was going on, and then I made a reference to it in
my clowning. It never failed to please the spectators.”'** The most famous
talking clown in American circus history was the whiteface clown Dan Rice
(1823-1900), who started out as a puppeteer in Reading, Pennsylvania and
then moved on to a trained pig act before becoming a clown. During his
heyday in the 1860s and 1870s, Rice reportedly earned $1,000 a week.”** He
also worked in blackface and was an accomplished rider."** Wearing color-
ful tights, puffy shorts, and a leotard top for his clown act, Rice exuded
dexterity and excellent comic timing. Although a few publications (Porter’s
Spirit of the Times, for one) found Rice’s poor grammar and general lack of
education objectionable, he generally remained popular with the American
public during the antebellum and Civil War eras—some, however, called
Rice a traitor for playing both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line during the
war.'*®

Rice’s connection to blackface was his strongest connection to turn-of-
the-century clowning. Stuart Thayer suggests that minstrelsy had its be-
ginnings at the circus, and that the two amusements overlapped consider-
ably during the nineteenth century. As part of his repertoire of comic songs,
George Nichols gave what the program listed as a “minstrel scene, titled
Jim Crow,” at J. Purdy Brown’s circus in 1831. The plantation slave, “Jim
Crow,” and the urban dandy, “Zip Coon,” were stock circus minstrelsy char-
acters and soon became a central part of the new antebellum minstrel show.
Drag minstrel characters also had an early home at the circus: Daniel Gard-
ner played a “wench dancer” named “Miss Dinah Crow” at the Green &
Waring’s Eagle Circus in 1836. Not surprisingly, many antebellum minstrel
players began their careers as circus clowns.””” Eric Lott writes that the
American clown—particularly the auguste clown—borrowed heavily from
the slave trickster, an integral figure in the African American folk narra-
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tive tradition. The clown, along with the trickster, depicted “lovable butts
of humor and devious producers of humor.” Both stood as champions of the
weak who slyly defeated the strong through sheer wit.'*®

As the clown harmlessly tottered around the big top, he deflated the
ringmaster’s pretentious presentation. He seemingly sabotaged the musi-
cally orchestrated precision of the three-ring whirl just as the blackface
minstrel performers constantly “guyed” the highfalutin interlocutor. Jules
Turnour described a typical clown stunt, the “January Act,” in which a
lowly clown character named January trades a mule for the ringmaster’s fine
horse. When the mule refuses to budge for the exasperated ringmaster, he
pays the clown to take the obdurate mule away. The obstinate, sneaky clown
dupes the ringmaster into giving him the horse, the mule, and money.***

In the “Peter Jenkins Act,” a star female bareback rider was suddenly
unable to appear in the ring because a horse had kicked her backstage.

Meanwhile, her beautiful “rosin back”**°

pranced riderless around the arena.
Upon hearing the announcement that Mademoiselle La Blanche would not
appear, a drunk rose from the crowd and stumbled down to the ringmaster
with booze in hand, loudly condemning the program a bust. The ringmaster
challenged the drunk to ride the horse. The drunk readily accepted and
mounted clumsily. As he lurched forward, his ragged clothes suddenly fell
off, revealing a graceful body in tights and spangles that proceeded to per-
form complicated bareback acrobatics. The audience roared with approval,
greatly enjoying their having been duped. Mark Twain’s Huck Finn also
eagerly witnessed this act: “[The acrobat] just stood up there a-sailing
around as easy and comfortable as if he warn’t ever drunk in his life—and
then he begun to pull off his clothes and sling them. . . . And, then, there
he was, slim and handsome, and dressed the gaudiest and prettiest you ever
saw, and he lit into that horse with his whip and made him fairly hum—and
finally skipped off, and made his bow and danced off to the dressing-room,
and everybody just a-howling with pleasure and astonishment.”**!

Riding mules instead of horses, clowns dressed as policemen in ratty
clothes, with a big, lopsided badge, sooty black face, and pendulous ab-
domen. At Trenton, New Jersey, in 1907, a press release disguised as a
newspaper article further poked fun at law enforcement. The “article” an-
nounced: “Scene at the Barnum & Bailey Circus Not on Real Program.”
While watching the clown number, “Clarence the Cop Chasing a Tramp,”
two Trenton officers reportedly moved quickly in to help their “colleague”
arrest the “criminal.”*** Clowns also worked in a large group for the big-
top “fire number,” in which they crazily pretended to douse a fire while
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impersonating fire chiefs and lieutenants. On one level, it would seem that
such impersonations were harmlessly gentle celebrations of a world turned
upside down, as childlike clowns tottered around playing big in oversized
“grownup” clothes on Circus Day. But these acts could also be read as car-
nivalesque inversions. Dating back to medieval and early modern Europe,
clowns lewdly impersonated the clergy and nobility at annual feasts and
fairs."”® Circus clowns underscored local authorities’ very real ineptitude in
controlling large crowds; their stunts, then, can also be interpreted as a cri-
tique of social surveillance. Such was the case with a melee at Buffalo Bill's
Wild West in Brooklyn, New York, in 1892. The Brooklyn Citizen reported
that the lone police officer on the scene cautiously poked his head out from
behind a canvas tent, but then “made up his mind that he was not wanted,
and withdrew his head. When a bystander went to call him, he had disap-
peared.”** Still, local police commonly targeted circus workers as the sole
perpetrators of community disorder rather than focus on members of the
crowd.'*

Because the clown’s precise identity was often ambiguous, he represented
what Raymond Williams has called “structures of feeling.” In other words,
the clown embodied “a kind of feeling and thinking which is indeed social
and material, but each in an embryonic phase before it can become fully
articulate and defined exchange.”**® By tapping into “structures of feeling,”
clowns often played unconscious racial stereotypes that helped reinforce
social norms. Some circus programs contained portraits of clowns in literal
blackface, with huge red mouths and bulging eyes, strumming energetically
on a banjo, but often the auguste clown’s blackface was metaphorical. He
created his racial identity through the act of “whitening up” with thick pan-
cake. His greasy whiteness and exaggerated bodily zones—huge red mouth,
lolling, paint-encircled eyes, big fake nose, ears, and feet—made his look
strikingly similar to blackface. Showmen played upon this visual connec-
tion by arguing that African American men literally were clowns because
of their supposed affinity for clowning and the circus. The Ringling Bros.’
route book from 1895 and 1896 contained a section, “The Plantation Darkey
at the Circus,” which imagined —in almost orgasmic language —black men
as minstrel characters.

[TThe great American “nigger” has a laugh not only his own but one
that owns him as well. In the presence of the clown he and the laugh are
firmly bound together. They can’t get away from one another; not the
nigger and the laugh! Oh, no! It is with him under every inch of his black
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skin, in every nerve, muscle, sinew, even in his bones. Every atom in his
body responds to it. It wiggles his toes, bends his knees, puts a double-
action, spring-hinge in his back and electrifies his whole being with the
most exquisite emotions of a tickling which, as his burnt-cork counter-
feit would remark, “Can’t be scratched.” It does everything to him but
to take the kinks out of his hair. At times it leaps out of his capacious
mouth, like a flame of fire . . . and just as you think it is getting away
from him for good and all, back it darts through the white archway of
his dental orifice into his interior regions way out of sight, but not out
of evidence, for you can see it bulge out his ribs and you wonder why he

doesn’t explode.””

Proprietors further conflated the African American man and the clown
by arguing that both were completely controlled by their emotions, not rea-
son. Superlative examples of white manhood —the big cat tamer, the wire
walker, and so forth—demonstrated little emotion during life-threatening
acts. The clown, by contrast, howled in mock fear when he saw a mouse,
or shrieked in pain at a mosquito bite. Showmen characterized male Afri-
can American spectators in a similar vein as giddy and superstitious. The
Ringling route book stated: “The animals in the menagerie, usually consid-
ered an instructive feature of a circus, are to the negro weird beings from
a world rather more remote than the sun or moon . . . his particular hor-
ror is the snake. . . . [If a lion roars] [o]ne negro shouts, ‘He’s loose, and
instantly the thousands of assembled black people take up the cry of ‘He’s
loose,” and stampede. It makes no difference who ‘he’ is that is ‘loose’; they
run like mad, men, women, children, shouting, ‘He’s loose, he’s loose, he’s
loose, he’s loose.” In every direction they scatter.”'*®

Actual big-top acts made this rhetorical relationship between the clown
and the African American complete. In 1888 Eph Thompson trained the
elephant John L. Sullivan at the Adam Forepaugh circus. Wearing a boxing
glove at the end of his trunk, the elephant sparred with Thompson in the
ring and frequently “punched” him so hard that Thompson went flying over
the ring bank.”® Unlike the white trainer who dominated powerful animals,
Thompson played a clownish coward —constantly vanquished by the box-
ing pachyderm—and consequently remained unthreatening to Euroameri-
can audiences. Yet Thompson still had a difficult time finding employment
with American shows. As a result, he moved to Europe where his career
flourished.

In line with the tenets of nineteenth-century romantic racialism, show-
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men’s portrayals of black men and clowns reflected contemporary repre-
sentations of white women: late-nineteenth-century scientists argued that
“excessive” emotionalism defined women, racial “savages,” and children of
all races. The German Darwinist Ernst Haeckel and the Americans Edward
Drinker Cope and G. Stanley Hall were all proponents of recapitulation
theory, positing that every organism repeats the life history of its “race”
within its own lifetime, evolving through the less developed forms of its an-
cestors on its path to maturity. They contended that Euroamerican women
and “primitives” remained mentally and emotionally fixed in lower ances-
tral stages of evolution. Accordingly, only white boys were physiologically
and mentally capable of reaching the highest stages of racial and gender de-
velopment as fully evolved men. This line of thought used pseudoempirical
phrenological evidence to claim that African American men were perpetu-
ally emotional and juvenile, just like the clown."*°

The painted clown acted out childish behaviors and infantile pleasures.
He reveled in dirt, cried freely, openly adored the serious “adult” acts, and
played physical pranks on everybody, from ringmaster to the audience. If
playing a hobo (popularized most fully by Emmett Kelly’s “Willie” tramp
character during the Depression, when at times nearly one-quarter of the
American workforce was unemployed), the auguste clown’s persona was de-
fined by dirt. Laughing loudly at the clown’s antics perhaps transported
audiences back to the unrestrained pleasures of their own collective infancy
and childhood. More than a “low Other” who simply represented a tanta-
lizing version of what they were not, the unfettered clown symbolized what
clock-bound, alienated adult Euroamerican men perhaps felt they had lost.

Playing European ethnic characters, clowns portrayed preindustrial
dupes, perpetually bumbling with the fast, sophisticated pace of urban
American life. The idea of racial whiteness itself was hotly contested at the
turn of the century, an era when white skin color by itself still did not con-
fer automatic white privilege. Racial theorists, politicians, and circus show-
men alike ascribed “primitive” qualities to European immigrants from Ire-
land, southern Europe, and eastern Europe . Matthew Frye Jacobson shows
that contemporary magazine descriptions of Italian immigrant communi-
ties were strikingly similar to travel writing about Africa and the Levant.
He suggests that such imaginings had violent consequences: in 1892 eleven
Italian Americans in New Orleans were lynched after being convicted of
murdering the local police chief** In 1924 a revised Immigrant Act en-
acted quotas that virtually halted immigration to the United States from
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Figure 32. “Immagrants Just Arrived from Ellis Island,” Kassino Midgets, 1927.
Clowns worked at the sideshow, in addition to the big top. Stock clown characters are
represented here: two rustics on the left, one of whom appears to play a Romany drag
character, Italians, and Hasidic Jews (last two on the right). (Photograph courtesy of

Circus World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., CL-N45-MGT-51)

southern and eastern Europe and Asia (fig. 32). Three years later, the Kas-
sino Midgets played a rag-tag group of “Immigrants Just Arrived From
Ellis Island” at the circus. Costumed as Hasidic Jews with oversized beards
and dangling side curls, Italian rustics, and a Romany drag character, these
miniature clowns provided a comical exaggeration of unassimilable racial
difference.

Clinging to mules, geese, and plows, native-born farmers were also a
common clown subject. In 1898 Adam Forepaugh’s burlesque after-show
concert featured a “Yankee Farmer” in addition to an “Irish Knock-About,”
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a “Black Face Comedian,” and “Black Face Sketch Artists.”*** As part of its
clown constellation, Barnum & Bailey’s program in 1906 included a “Funny
Rustic,” a “Fat Boy,” and an “Odd Zany,” among more specific ethnic types
including a “German Broad Face” and an “Austrian Looby.”*** The Hebrew
clown was another turn-of-the-century staple, a visible part of a lively Jew-
ish American entertainment culture that humorously chronicled travails
of immigrant life in the United States."* Like the symbolic uses of black-
face through whiteface, agrarian and Old World characters nostalgically re-
minded male circus audiences of childish pleasures from an era when labor
was seemingly more leisurely, tied to the seasons rather than the industrial
clock.

The emasculation of the childish rural bumpkin clown was so complete
that this character was commonly played in drag: clowns wore enormous
fake dresses, wigs, and breasts, in which domestic geese frequently nestled
as the clowns played the fiddle or recorder. Tied to other acrobatic and
riding traditions, drag has been an important element of circus clowning
since its genesis in eighteenth-century Europe. In 1786 the English clown
Baptiste Dubois performed the “Metamorphosis of a Sack,” in which he
changed costumes—and gender—while inside a bag. This stunt later be-
came a standard riding act at the American circus. In the folk tradition of
the English comic yokel, Dubois also dressed as a rustic booby, complete
with red wig and ruddy face."**

In some respects, the clown’s gender was indeterminate, obscured by
thick pancake white, eye pencil, lipstick, and loud, floppy dress. On one level,
the clown’s emasculated masquerade rendered him harmless, a friend of
children. But on another level, the drag clown explicitly challenged gender
norms, because he demonstrated the shifting, socially constructed ground
on which “natural” norms were based. Hence, the stereotype of the “scary”
clown as sexual predator or mental derelict lives on, exemplified by the ac-
tor Tim Curry’s sociopathic clown character in the film version of Stephen
King’s It, and punk bands such as the Insane Clown Posse."*®

The drag clown was most startling at the cooch show, where he often
wore tight, plunging gowns, garters, and voluminous inflatable breasts.
There he and other drag clowns danced and twisted suggestively, playing
gender-bending pranks on dumbfounded men who expected to see nude
women. But in some cases, the “men only” cooch show audience did expect
to gaze at men in drag. In fact, some gay clowns had sexual encounters with
male audience members during and after anonymously crowded scenes. The
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profession of clowning itself attracted gay men, who found circus life—with
its spectrum of human diversity —to be a haven where they could work and

live in relative peace.**’

THE SIDESHOW AND ETHNOLOGICAL CONGRESS

As an interactive performance site, the sideshow and ethnological congress
featured varied men who talked to their audiences, stretched and twisted
their bodies, danced, and sold postcards of themselves. As in other areas
of the circus, their gender performances were shaped by race. The “born”
Euroamerican freak, for one, performed as a pillar of domestic virtue. Based
on the model of the successful nineteenth-century showman Tom Thumb,
midgets were humorously marketed as men of high military rank, like “Ma-
jor” Burdett, “the world’s smallest man.”*** Charles Tripp, a “Legless Won-
der” with Barnum & Bailey’s sideshow, was advertised as “well educated,”
“Intelligent, level-headed, and well informed,” “a very sociable man” from
a solid family."*® Bourgeois patriarchy was another common element in the
construction of the “born” Euroamerican freak. Born in 1844, Eli Bowen,
another “Legless Wonder” with the Barnum & Bailey sideshow, was fre-
quently photographed with his wife Mattie and their four sons. Staged
against a parlor setting, Bowen and his well-dressed family appeared fi-
nancially successful and dignified.”® Still, the presence of the family could
also be sexually evocative. Audiences perhaps found the domestic scenes
especially appealing, because they offered “proof” that the freak still had
functional genitalia, practiced sexual intercourse, and produced children.
Audiences surely imagined the logistics of sexual activity in the case of Eli
Bowen, who had flipperlike protuberances instead of legs.
Euroamerican-made freaks and “novelty” acts were often in racial dis-
guise. For instance, in 1896 the Forepaugh & Sells Brothers circus listed
W. H. McFarland and Wife as a “Mexican Knife Throwing” act.** Dressed
in turbans and quasi-“oriental” garb, Euroamerican sword swallowers
were variously called Arabs and South Sea Islanders.”** The tattooed man
achieved his masculine primitiveness once his body became colored with in-
jected ink. Whereas tattooed women were marketed as victims of forcible
abduction, the tattooed man’s “color” was the mark of his travels around the
globe, like those of the sailor or soldier. His tattoos were a permanent record
of his rites of passage into manhood, a living memento of his physical con-
tact with faraway people. The first tattooed Euroamericans typically were
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eighteenth-century seamen who had sailed to South America, Asia, and the
Pacific Islands, many of whom reportedly had had sexual relationships with
indigenous women."” Charles Tyng (1801-79), a sea captain based in Bos-
ton, received several tattoos from a ship’s mate during his early career in
the second decade of the nineteenth century: “I had letters, anchors, hearts,
on my hands and arms, and a fancy double heart with C. T. in one, and
S. H. [Sally Hickling, an unrequited sweetheart from Boston] in the other,
red roses between, each heart pierced with cupid’s dart, the red showing
the drops of blood dropping from the wound. This was on the left arm.”***
Several tattooed artists, or “Living Picture-Galleries,” claimed to have been
tattooed forcibly, or willingly during indigenous marriage rituals, but vir-
tually all intimated that the procedure was sensual. In reality of course,
virtually all had been tattooed in the United States in order to enter show
business.*”

The tattooed man first became widely popular at the American circus in
1876. That year, P. T. Barnum hired Constantine, or Captain Costentenus,
in all likelihood an ordinary Italian immigrant who got tattooed as a way
to enter show business. But his manager, G. A. Farini (who also managed
Krao, “the Missing Link”), told a different, clearly more dramatic story. Sup-
posedly the child of Greek royalty in Albania, Constantine was captured
by a Turkish despot and raised in harems both in Turkey and in Egypt,
where scores of women fawned over him and occasionally dressed him as a
girl. As an adult in the 1860s, Captain Costentenus participated in a French
expedition to Cochin China (Vietnam) and Burma, where he was report-
edly kidnapped and tattooed on nearly his entire body, including his eye-
lids and ears. Press agents suggestively noted that the only parts of his
body remaining unmarked were his palms and the soles of his feet. The
famous nineteenth-century Indologist Max Miiller supposedly examined
Costentenus, noted that he spoke six languages, and concluded that his copi-
ous tattoos were primarily depictions of the Hindu goddess Durga, wife of
Siva. Costentenus heightened his authenticity by wearing a skimpy loin-
cloth (amply illustrating that his tattoos continued beneath the cloth) and
his long hair in braids atop his head. The talker tantalized his audiences
by declaring, “And this wild tattooed man is always much admired by all
the ladies.”** With the publication of Cesare Lombroso’s work linking tat-
tooing and criminality in the 1880s, Constantine—himself a consummate
showman —began to market himself as a murderer.**”

The tattooed man willfully disfigured his body, which made him seem
impervious to pain. While showmen praised the big-top athlete’s manly
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ability to hide his pain, the tattooed artist seemed to feel no pain at all—
an attribute that the new field of criminal anthropology linked to “danger-
ous classes” and to “savages” like the Hindu ascetic. Furthermore, tattooing
itself was physical evidence that the “Living Picture Gallery” had been inti-
mately touched by another man. Like the act of blackening up, the tattooing
process conferred a sort of erotic license upon its European and American
practitioners, allowing them to script themselves in sensual terms without
official censure. The contemporary social scientist Albert Parry explained
the act of watching the tattooed man in recapitulation terminology: “An
American circus-goer, gazing at the tattooed man in the sideshow, relives
his own past of untold centuries back. Moreover, he can now imitate the
freak. He can get a tattooed design or two onto his own skin—and thus
blissfully revert to his own distant, primitive type, incidentally experiencing
a certain erotic pleasure in the process of being tattooed.”**®

Other forms of willful bodily mutilation further transmogrified the male
body. Tiny Kline remembered watching men carefully prepare their bodies
to become marketable “rubber-men” and “human ostrich” glass-eaters.”*
Kline knew several “human ostriches” and recalled how they ate drinking
glasses and light bulbs, cutting their mouths with great frequency. Usually,
the glass-eater would chew bits of glass, spit them into a glass of water,
and then “drink” the prickly mixture.”® One “human ostrich” died in the
middle of another act at an outdoor performance. Kline notes that his au-
topsy revealed the severe internal damage done by his glass-eating career:
“And so it came to light: the tumorous growth attached to his stomach when
dissected, revealed bits of glass, nuts and bolts and other small hardware
imbedded in that semblance of a gizzard; as if mother nature, when seeing
this human trying to imitate the fowl, went right along with him in his un-
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healthy pursuit, aiding him.”**" By publicly eating harmful substances for

pay, the glass-eater methodically subverted the limits of the body itself by
gradually committing, in Kline’s words, “practically retarded suicide.”'*®
The ingestor’s practice of internal bodily disfigurement linked him to
the traditions of ritual bodily disfigurement found in preindustrial societies.
His demonstrations of bodily punishment tapped into popular depictions of
South Asian sadhus (celibate religious ascetics) reclining on beds of nails
with withered, perpetually upright arms, which Americans saw in mission-
ary tracts or in the pages of National Geographic!®® The anthropologist Kirin
Narayan demonstrates that the sadhu’s bodily disfigurement—on the bed of
nails in particular —has been commodified and emptied of its original mean-

ing in American advertising and language.””* In our time, this connection
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between bodily mutilation, racial transmogrification, and desire has con-
tinued with “Mr. Lifto,” a former member of the Jim Rose circus sideshow,
whose act is inspired by South Asian ascetic practices. Mr. Lifto infuses as-
cetic South Asian dress and religious imagery into his act as he lifts irons
and bricks with his long, flaccid, pierced penis.**®

As part of a culture that embraced racial hierarchy, the range of char-
acters that “genuine” men of color were hired to play at the turn-of-the-

» o«

century sideshow was limited to the “wild man,” royal “savage,” “missing
link,” and childlike “primitive.” Black players in particular were often staged
as actual apes, “undeveloped” men, or exemplars of masculine “savagery.”
William Henry Johnson, an African American from Bound Brook, New Jer-
sey, staged many variations on the “primitive” stereotype throughout his
sixty-six-year career as a freak. Billed at different times in his career as a
“wild boy,” a “missing link,” a “Siamese tree-dweller,” a Martian, an Aztec,
a “nondescript,” and most famously as “Zip . . . What Is It?,” Johnson always
remained mute on stage, from his early days with P. T. Barnum at the
American Museum in 1860 until his final years at Coney Island, where he
silently worked until his death in 1926 at eighty-four."*® Accounts of John-
son’s early life are sketchy: perhaps he was sold to a sideshow at the age
of four by his destitute parents; other reports state that in 1854 P. T. Bar-
num rescued him from slavery.”” Clad in fur, a grass skirt, and posed next
to a spear, he also strummed the ukulele during the sideshow “blow off” in
later years. He shaved his head, except for a small tuft of hair, a few inches
above his occipital bone, that was teased into a stiff triangle to exagger-
ate his head’s sharp point and small size. Johnson’s domineering manager
described “Zip” to the press as a perpetual juvenile, racially “limited” from
reaching full manhood. “In private life [Zip] is a noisy and irrepressible
child. . . . In the sideshow tent when the crowds are barred, Zip casts aside
his reserve and frolics with [Princess’] Wee Wee, the midget. He plays with
his choicest possessions—a broken watch, and frequently becomes mightily
upset when he thinks his dignity has been hurt.”'*®

Johnson’s long career of utter silence, coupled with his odd head shape,
has given many people cause to assume that he was mentally retarded and
afflicted with microcephaly.'®® However, those who knew him in private re-
membered him differently. Tiny Kline worked with Johnson about the time
of World War I and recalled that he was a “normal colored man.” Although
Johnson’s contract stipulated that he remain silent on stage, he mixed freely
with circus workers behind the scenes. Kline remarked: “Should any folks
have dropped into the side-show during the ‘oft” hours, between five and
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seven PM., however, they would have found [Johnson ] down on his knees
in the circle with the other men, before a blanket spread out on the ground,
shooting ‘crap, and with typical Southern accent, repeating the magic
words used in the game: ‘Come on, seven!” ‘Come, ’leven!” or ‘Baby needs
new shoes!” ‘bet I'll make it!" ‘Here I comel’”'™

It was a tribute to Johnson’s skills that his act effectively eclipsed any
notions of normality witnessed by his coworkers behind the scenes. As a
mute “savage,” Johnson had a public persona that complemented contem-
porary ideologies concerning race and manhood. Recapitulation theorists
would argue that Johnson’s race kept him “fixed” in an earlier stage of devel-
opment—similar to the “noisy and irrepressible child” that he was supposed
to be. Unlike the Euroamerican freak, Johnson, a bachelor, was never staged
in a fancy parlor setting with a wife and children—even though he earned
a good income as “Zip.” In line with scientific constructions of racial differ-
ence, Johnson’s race kept manliness, and all its associations with whiteness
and the respectable family, out of his “developmental” grasp. But among the
closely knit, interracial traveling town of circus workers, Johnson was an
ordinary man who participated freely in circus community life.

At the ethnological congress, the absence of northern Europeans and
the native-born implicitly placed them at the top of the racial hierarchy of
human beings and animals. In 1894 Barnum & Bailey announced that “The
Australian Bushmen, The Lowest in the Human Scale of All the Peoples of

"1 Indeed, this racial-animal

the Earth are also to be Seen in the Congress.
Juxtaposition took its most dramatic and cruelest popular form in 1906 at
the Bronx Zoo, where Ota Benga, a Batwa pygmy, lived against his will in
the Monkey House with a parrot and an orangutan. African Americans suc-
cessfully petitioned for his transfer to a Colored Orphan Asylum, but Benga
committed suicide ten years later."

William T. Hornaday, the director of the Bronx Zoo who arranged and
managed Ota Benga’s captivity, turned to the animal world to explain racial
difference. He proclaimed that the most “primitive” people on earth were
the “canoe Indians” of Tierra del Fuego, “the lowest rung of the human lad-
der” Hornaday stated: “Their only clothing consists of skins of the guana-
cos loosely hung from the neck, and flapping over the naked and repulsive
body. They make no houses, and on shore their only shelters from the wind
and snow and chilling rains are rabbit-like forms of brush, broken off by
hand.”"” Hornaday concluded that orioles, caciques, and weaver birds were
more intelligent than the “canoe Indians” of Greenland, or the “Poonans”

of Central Borneo, because the birds at least demonstrated elaborate nest
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making (i.e. home making) skills. By projecting middle-class ideals about
privacy and property ownership onto a taxonomy of humans and animals,
Hornaday justified the racial politics of the day.

The evolutionary notion of “vanishing races” was another facet of mas-
culine racial representation at the circus and Wild West. G. Stanley Hall
proclaimed: “Never, perhaps, were lower races being extirpated as weeds
in the human garden, both by conscious and organic processes, so rapidly
as to-day.” "™ Showmen claimed that people of color were vanishing along-
side the landscape to which their racial identity was ostensibly tied. Press
agents characterized Native Americans as “fine specimens of a race of people
doomed . . . to . . . extinction, like the buffalo they once hunted.”*” “Step
by step with the departing buffaloes he has kept an always backward pace.
There seems to be no power on earth to save the departing Red Man. His
doom seems to be fixed, his day on earth is apparently short.” " Adver-
tisements exhorted audiences to see the Wild West show soon, to catch a
last, live glimpse of the nearly “extinct” American Indian. Impresarios mar-
keted the ethnological congress as a conservation project of sorts, where
modern Euroamericans could still witness the unrestrained masculinity of
the “natural” man in a world fast becoming culturally homogenized by the
industrial revolution and western imperialism.”” Yet the eventual face-to-
face meetings often shook up audiences’ nostalgic expectations of the Other
as a static relic. One newspaper reported that two boys were shocked to
hear Wild West Indians speak in perfectly clear English. “The boys gasped
in astonishment and looked ready to cry to think that a ‘red devil’ should
talk in that modern way.”'"®

Native Americans were hired at the Wild West and circus to dramatize
hegemonic, sweeping declension narratives about vanishing people, ani-
mals, and habitat. But paradoxically, such employment also gave them an
opportunity to cement cultural ties among themselves—in direct contra-
diction to the normative tropes of decline that they were hired to play.
Native American players often met with fellow Indians in the audience
after the performance. At Ashland, Wisconsin, in 1896, the Wild West was
an occasion for peacemaking between some historical enemies, the Lakota
Indians and the 500 Ojibwa attending the production. Cody and the federal
agent in charge of the Ojibwa helped arrange a meeting at which the Indi-
ans held a powwow and smoked the peace pipe. The route book observed,
“This is the first time in nearly forty years that these two old enemies have
met on friendly terms. . .. The meeting was all that could be desired, and the
‘hatchet’ is forever buried between these two tribes, who have been enemies
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for so many years.”"™ L. G. Moses argues that Native American performers
often found the circus and Wild West show to be places in which to affirm
cultural traditions, much to the dismay of assimilation-minded reformers
who saw these seemingly unassimilated Indians “playing themselves” as a
threat: reformers thought that Cody’s traveling outfit celebrated traditional
cultural forms and, worst of all, encouraged Plains Indians (in particular)
to remain nomadic.**°

At the ethnological congress, showmen portrayed men of color living
lazily in “sun-kissed” lands, while their female counterparts labored. Just
as impresarios depicted female labor as evidence of racial “primitiveness,”
the supposed “ease” of these performers stood in distinct contrast to an in-
dustrious Victorian manly ideal. Barnum & Bailey’s ethnological congress
in 1894 promised audiences “an entire family of intelligent Javanese, the
women busily occupied in deftly weaving vari-colored straws into beauti-
ful mats, while the men sit in _front of their huts smoking, and the children are

at play” (emphasis mine)."

Regarding Barnum & Bailey’s “delegates from
the East,” one article in the same year observed that “The Women Wear
‘Bloomers” and the Men Petticoats: With Rings in their Noses and Dia-
monds in their Feet.”® Another announced that the “Wild Men of New
Guinea . . . [although] Unaccustomed to Clothes . . . are Fond of Orna-
ments.”'®® Thus displays of male “laziness” produced spectacles in drag,
where women did “men’s work” and men sat ornamented, idle.”®* Still, ex-
hibits of nonlabor could also undermine showmen’s goals of edifying their
audiences. Bluford Adams argues that ethnological congresses “offered a
glimpse of a world where labor was not alienated,” thus providing working-
class audiences with a less regimented alternative to modern industrial
life.®?

Press releases, programs, and newspaper articles were obsessed with
the scantily clad, nonwhite male body as a model of sensual, premodern
masculinity, as the following headlines from 1894 suggest: “South Pacific
Savages: The Men Are Models of Robust Vigor” (New York Sun); “['T Jhe
Muscles of the Men Are as Hard as Those of Trained Athletes: And Their
Countenances Scarred . . . in Battle Denote the Presence of a Brute Cour-
age Such as Only They Possess” (New York Advertiser).*® Press releases
beckoned Euroamerican audiences with descriptions of a “Symphony in
Coffee . . . A Coffee-Colored Congress”; or, “Black and brown skinned,
copper colored, white, olive. Every shade, color and kind of savage people
from mountain, valley, forest, jungle or cave.”**” The “coffee-colored con-
gress” was filled with nearly nude men, rustling in skimpy grass skirts and

CKing of Beasts to Clowns in Drag ] 185



leather loincloths, wearing brightly colored war paint and tattoos, while
Euroamerican families looked on. Proprietors further teased their audi-
ences with liberal mention of polygamous practices, providing a direct con-
trast to their promotions of Euroamerican players as monogamous patri-
archs.”®® But these marketing strategies could have concrete consequences.
At an ethnological production in London in 1899, “Savage South Africa,”
the local media complained that British women and the barely clad South
African performers (who later worked at the Louisiana Purchase Exposi-
tion in St. Louis in 1904) had become too friendly with each other, observ-
ing that “grown women not only shake hands with them but stroke their
limbs admiringly. . . . These raw, hulking and untamed men-animals are
being unwillingly and utterly corrupted by unseemly attention from En-
glish girls.”'*® Although power relations were seemingly framed and codi-
fied by the distinction between performer and audience, the jammed en-
virons of the circus and Wild West provided opportunities for interracial
contact among audiences and show workers in an era when such encounters
were forbidden.

As part of their efforts to heighten the differences between the pre-
industrial and the modern, press agents freely documented the initial re-
actions to urban society of male Native American members of the ethnologi-
cal congress. Their stories always juxtaposed the physicality of the Native
American man—complete with waist-length hair and great height—with
the dense, “effete” urban landscape of the eastern United States.'*® Nostal-
gia animated such imaginings. William F. Cody mournfully observed that
settlement had created creaky, settled men and posited that masculine re-
newal came with expansion into the wilderness:*** “[ P Jioneers fought their
way westward into desert and jungle. . . . From the mouth of the Hud-
son River to the shores of the Pacific, men and women and children have
conquered the wilderness by going to the frontier and staying there—not
by crowding into cities and living as do worms, by crawling through each
other and devouring the leavings.”'**> The Wild West, though, reportedly
helped stifle the effeminizing influence of modern civilization: a courier in
1907 announced that Buffalo Bill's Wild West would “stimulate not only the
manliest, but the most heroic qualities of both mind and body. . .. [O7Jut and
out and through and through the manliest exhibition of our day . . . with-
out exception, the hundreds of representatives from the various enlight-
ened, civilized, semi-barbarous and savage nations included in its anthro-
pological, military equestrian and tribal divisions are nature’s noblemen in
physique, fearless audacity, consummate skill. . . . Both as individuals and as
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a whole, wherever they appear they command respect and admiration, and

2

their manly leader can truthfully say of everyone of them: ‘This zs a man.
(emphasis in original).**®

Male audience members often read these exhibitions of male athleticism
on America’s continental and overseas frontiers as liberating —just as many
found the itinerant culture of the circus itself so unfettered and attractive
that they “ran away” with it. Mark Twain praised the Wild West show in a
letter to William F. Cody, stating that he saw the show twice and “enjoyed
it thoroughly,” and that “it brought vividly back the breezy, wild life of the
great plains and the Rocky Mountains, and stirred me like a war song.”'**
After attending “Pawnee Bill's” Wild West in Montclair, New Jersey, Army
Captain C. W. Briggs expressed melancholic desire for the vanishing “wild”
West in a letter to Billboardin 1900 (in which, tellingly, Briggs notes that he
must take a train — the most pervasive symbol of the new age —to reach the
“frontier”): “Nearly half of my life has been spent on the great western fron-
tier, and it is no exaggeration to say that the panorama, as enacted, carried
me back to the old days and filled my heart with a feeling of homesickness
for the wide and boundless prairie, which, even as I write of it now, comes
back to me in a manner so strong that I feel like smashing the oak desk at
which I sit writing, packing my camp outfit and taking the first train for
God’s open wilderness, where fresh air and cool spring water at least are
free, and the four walls of brick and mortar, the city man’s world, can no

longer encompass me.”'?

UNSCRIPTED SPECTACLES

In many respects, the volatile, freewheeling scene outside the circus tents
was more of a masculine space than the scripted gender displays from
within. Outside, laborers shouted orders at each other, drove stakes, moved
heavy equipment, wagons, canvas, and trunks, loaded the trains, all the
while wearing tight, short-sleeved shirts—revealing dirty, “blackened up”
bodies drenched with sweat. Male spectators milled around the tents and
watched the laborers, or gambled in one of the many “grift” joints that fol-
lowed most circuses. Just as male bodies under canvas were superlative ex-
amples of manly athleticism or racial “primitiveness,” the workingmen out-
side the tents provided audiences with a masculine show of physical labor.
Work crews were generally divided by race, but nearly all roustabouts had
two things in common: youth and strength. Just as the acrobats and riders
were athletes, so were these workers, whose bodies were a source of con-
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stant fascination for spectators. Proprietors further fetishized the bodies of
African American roustabouts by using them in specs set in Asia or Africa.
Black workingmen strode around the big top dressed in robes and head-
pieces. During the course of the spec, these men went to a separate tent
several times, where they gradually took off pieces of their costuming until
at the end of the spec, their bodies were nearly bare.'*°

Workingmen'’s labor was also exciting to watch because it was just as
dangerous as the athletic stunts under the big top. Roustabouts were fre-
quently injured and sometimes killed by heavy equipment. During their
public “performance” of efficiently setting up and tearing down the circus,
workingmen were occasionally crushed by a loose wagon, a tent pole, or a
train car rolling away. Route books were peppered with such entries. On
July 81, 1894, in Willimantic, Connecticut, “while sleeping on a flat car,
[Dennis Kearns, a razor back,] falls off and rolls beneath the wheels of the
fastly moving trains and has both legs severed from his body . .. after a short
struggle he died, speaking of his dear mother.”*” On July 16, 1892, at Beaver
Dam, Wisconsin, “In unloading Frank Tuttle, a trainman, was run over by
the big tiger den. One wheel passed over his jaw and another over his breast,
crushing him terribly. Blood ran from his mouth, ears and nose, and formed
in a pool around him. ‘Good-bye, boys, I am dying, he said. That night he
passed over the dark river which all must cross in time. His brother, sum-
moned from Oshkosh by a telegram, took the body home.”**® On July 14,
1898, “‘Slivers’ Holland, assistant boss canvasman, [was] severely burned
by a flame from a beacon, which was upset by the rear wheel of pole wagon
and then exploded.”**?

Roustabouts often derailed the disciplined production of labor in which
they played such a critical part. They swore, fought, and occasionally killed
one another. One newspaper reporter was especially surprised when he
heard no “blue” language spoken among the workingmen. Route books also
noted that roustabouts were occasionally arrested for verbal profanity.*°°
Because these anonymous men were generally transient and their working
conditions were rough, they had little personal stake in the traveling com-
munity which bound other circus workers so tightly together; as a result,
they were more prone to violence. For example, in Dubuque, Iowa, a canvas-
man, Lewis Hart, was hit over the head with a stake by W. Johnson after an
argument. Hart was taken to Mercy Hospital, where he died. Johnson was
arrested and charged with first-degree murder.**

But audience members were more dangerous. Despite the presence of
local police or Pinkerton agents on the large railroad outfits, crowds of men
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gathered on Circus Day to posture, throw stones, and pull punches. Dur-
ing Barnum & Bailey’s annual spring parade in New York City in 1892,
local hoodlums suddenly pelted players with snowballs and rocks. A woman
riding atop the Mother Goose wagon was struck in the mouth with a snow-
ball laden with heavy chunks of coal. Her mouth bled and she lost several
teeth. Angry Native American workers dove into the crowd and brawled
with the young punks. “Pistols Fired and Women Scream for Help,” pro-
claimed one headline.**

In general, the evening show and its aftermath were the time for men
to fight—after women and children had gone home. In darkness, town
“toughs” confronted circus workers and fellow spectators alike. At Bowling
Green, Kentucky, one circus employee, J. H. Lewis prevented a “shooting
affray between town guys” and secured “one of their revolvers as a me-
mento.”**® During a rough night in Anamosa, Iowa: “After show, Anamosa
and Rock City toughs, full of fighting whiskey, had a grand battle royal. One
Irishman got his face pounded off, but denied that he hollered ‘enough.’”#°*
In some isolated rural areas, the annual arrival of a circus became a predict-
able, ritual stage for violence, an opportunity to “settle scores” or vindicate
one’s manly honor in a public setting. Circus workers looked at Kentucky's
hill country as a predictable venue for such confrontations. Emmett Kelly
recalled: “[B]y nightfall, I could see hundreds of lanterns lights bobbing
on the mountain paths, and before the show our tent was jammed to ca-
pacity. This was rough country with plenty of moonshine and the fighting
that goes with it. An odd thing, though, was that the toughs who got loaded
and picked fights never bothered the circus people, but always fought each
other”#%* The Ringling Bros. route book in 1893 chronicled the following
incident: “Monday, September 18th. Williamstown, Ky. The show has the
effect of bringing them in from the hills. All have an opportunity to see
high life among the natives. The little town is in holiday attire, and to fit-
tingly commemorate the happiness of the day, and incidentally to vindicate
some very urgent cases of ‘personal honor, sah, that have been neglected
for some time, ‘a bit’ of cutting and shooting is done. Only two were killed.
The wounded have not yet been counted.”**

These public spectacles of violence complicated the relationship between
performer and spectator because the roles were often reversed, as circus
workers —normally construed as primitive Others in the eyes of the audi-
ence—judged the audience to be unruly and dangerous. Covering a spec-
trum of planned and spontaneous acts, the circus shakes up the idea that
the “gaze” is unidirectional and hegemonic. At the circus, male workers and
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audiences both played active subjects and objects of the male gaze— there-
fore complicating studies that analyze the gaze exclusively as an expres-
sion of male power over women.**” At the circus, no one possessed exclusive
ownership of the gaze because it was a site of multiple surveillance, a three-
ring “theater in the round” which enabled people to watch each other from
many vantages.

The circus was a ritualized gathering site for men across the United
States, for “strangers” pouring in from miles around. In this setting of a
world-town seemingly turned upside down, men freely engaged in bad be-
havior. But outbursts of male violence were not simply random. Rather, the
commotion addressed many aspects of the social order. Although Euro-
american men engaged most commonly in recreational fighting with each
other, they also created scenarios of displaced abjection because they at-
tempted to raise their own precarious social status by picking fights with
men of color.**® In addition fights could express familial or class-based divi-
sions within a community. Eruptions could also articulate the frustrations
of bored, alienated men who led increasingly regimented lives. Circus Day,
after all, represented a day away from work, and provided consumers with
live images of the world beyond their borders.

At the turn of the century, normative circus images of male gender were a
part of a burgeoning consumer culture targeted at young boys. Dime novels,
such as “Tom Throttle, The Boy Engineer of the Midnight Express,” placed
vigorous Euroamerican boys squarely in the thick of dangerous, wholesome
athletic adventures, often in foreign locales.**® But as this chapter has ar-
gued, the circus’s promise of an exciting world beyond provincial bound-
aries offered its consumers something even more startling. Alongside its
manly white big-top athletes and animal trainers, the circus contained an-
drogynous acrobats, drag clowns, “wild” animals, and animalized men—all
of whom provided flexible exhibitions of male gender identity which chal-
lenged contemporary gender norms but still reflected the racialist stan-
dards of the day.

As national popular-culture forms, the circus and Wild West had a lack
of local ties that compelled showmen to promote their spectacular gen-
der performances on the national and international stage. The ubiquitous
figure of the powerful Euroamerican male circus athlete in boy’s fiction and
show programs also resonated with theorists who linked physical fitness
with nationalism. G. Stanley Hall exhorted his fellow educators to include

physical exercise in their curricula because there were “many new reasons

190 CLKing of Beasts to Clowns in Drag ]



to believe that the best nations of the future will be those which give most
intelligent care to the body.”*® At the turn of the century, many Ameri-
cans were already confident that their country, having thoroughly trounced
Spain in 1898, was fast becoming one of “the best nations.” In this context,
the circus’s vigorous celebration of the “strenuous life” had national, indeed
global, ramifications at the dawning of the “American Century”
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I\
OF ALL
GLASSES

After the United States handily won the Spanish-American War in 1898,
the circus proprietor Peter Sells was jubilant:" “We have placed an object

lesson before the world that will cause tyrants tremble and inspire the op-
pressed with hope. We have taken our place at the very head in the front
rank of nations. We have taught the whole world a lesson that has started
every nation on earth to meditating upon the figure America is to cut in
the world’s politics of the future. . . . We have succeeded in bringing the
English-speaking peoples of the whole world together into a moral alliance
that will be of greater value to mankind than all the wars of all the nations
for the past thousand years.”*

Sells’s bold pronouncement points to a unique moment in the history of
the American circus. The turn of the twentieth century marked the first
time that railroad showmen stressed the moral, political, and economic
dominance of the United States in world affairs. It was also the only time
that they produced an extensive array of extravagant, facsimile reenact-

ments of American foreign relations mirroring actual overseas expansion.



To be sure, circuses had staged occasional dramatizations of foreign events
throughout the nineteenth century, focusing on India and China in par-
ticular® Yet these earlier, relatively puny displays made no larger claims
about the capacity of the United States for world leadership. At the turn of
the century, railroad proprietors crafted a range of U.S. foreign relations
spectacles, thereby bolstering their assertions that their outfits were educa-
tional, “uplifting,” and, according to a Barnum & Bailey program from 1894,
able to “instruct the minds of all classes.”*

In addition to adding didactic heft to their programs, the new empire was
a rich source of new subject matter that helped the circus and Wild West
to remain novel and salable. A press release for Buffalo Bill's new season
in 1900 noted, “The military features have risen into greater prominence
because they illustrate the things which are now in everybody’s mind.”* In-
deed, the United States was involved in a flurry of military and economic
activity overseas at the time. Although political and business interests crept
into noncontiguous areas after the Civil War when the United States ac-
quired Alaska and the Midway Islands in 1867, the nation’s reach over-
seas accelerated in the 1880s and 1890s. The United States agreed to share
Samoa with England and Germany in 1889. Four years later in Hawaii,
American sugar growers helped overthrow the reigning monarch, Queen
Liliuokalani, to secure a strategic gateway to Asian markets. In 1898 the
United States annexed the islands by a simple congressional majority. After
the Spanish-American War, the United States gained direct control over
huge amounts of noncontiguous territory previously belonging to Spain
and virtual sovereignty over Cuba through the Platt Amendment (1901).
American military activity had become permanently far-flung, with troops
stationed around the globe.

The circus and Wild West gave their vast audiences an immediate, inti-
mate look at America’s new position in world affairs with live translations
of abstract foreign relations ideologies. A program for Buffalo Bill's Wild
West in 1899 beckoned American audiences to meet “Strange People from
Our New Possessions.”® Tightly packed together by the thousands, specta-
tors could share a cosmopolitan experience of the new empire that offered
more than the purely visual sensation of reading about foreign affairs in a
newspaper: they could smell the acrid odor of gunpowder during a battle re-
enactment, or hear the soft sounds of Hawaiian grass skirts rustling during
a hula demonstration.” Tody Hamilton, a press agent for Barnum & Bailey,
recognized the circus’s power to make America’s military prowess intimate
to its audiences when he advertised Barnum & Bailey’s exhibition of model
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battleships from the Spanish-American War in 1903: “Many in the interior
of America, who have their money voted yearly in vast appropriations for
naval defense, have never even seen a battleship. It will be a pleasure to give
them their first sight of the ships that defend them in times of war.”® Pro-
viding people with their “first sight,” the circus, as this chapter will contend,
had tremendous power to help shape audiences’ ideas about the expanding
nation-state and its changing position in world affairs. Because the circus
and Wild West also performed profitably across Europe, these popular im-
ports were especially powerful promulgators of the nation’s rising place in
the world.

Circus and Wild West spectacles framed the new empire within the
American exceptionalist tradition. However inaccurately, these amusements
defined U.S. expansion as a distinct counterpoint to European formulations
of formal empire solely characterized by colonization and military domina-
tion, because the nation’s acquisition of noncontiguous territory was predi-
cated on an abiding sense of moral “uplift” through economic intervention.
As the historian William Appleman Williams put it, “In the realm of ideas
and ideals, American policy is guided by three concerns. One is the warm,
generous, humanitarian impulse to help other people solve their problems.
The second is the principle of self-determination applied at the interna-
tional level. . . . But the third idea . . . is one which insists that other people
cannot really solve their problems and improve their lives unless they go
about it in the same way as the United States” (emphasis in original)® As
moral cheerleaders of expansionism, circus and Wild West owners echoed
these paradoxical convictions in their staged spectacles. They also partici-
pated in the new empire in a complementary way, through the physical
procurement of people and animals from other countries. American circus
proprietors engaged in a form of diplomacy that should be characterized
as informal because these showmen were nongovernmental actors. As sites
of fun making, the circus and Wild West show had even greater ideologi-
cal significance because their instructive messages were blanketed and thus
naturalized in hair-raising fun."

THE INTERNATIONAL POLITICS OF THE CIRCUS TRADE

Throughout its history, the circus was an international business—its ex-
traordinary content comprised people and animals from faraway countries.
But the turn-of-the-century circus partially owed its size and scope to Eu-
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ropean imperialism. As European countries began scrambling for parts of
Africa in the 1860s, animal traders purchased a greater number of ele-
phants, giraffes, hippopotamuses, zebras, and rhinoceroses for the Ameri-
can circus business and for allied amusements such as the zoological gar-
den and world’s fair, which also expanded during the second half of the
nineteenth century. German firms dominated the market. The Hagenbeck
family, in particular, was the chief supplier to Barnum & Bailey and to Adam
Forepaugh’s circus during the 1880s and 1890s. Concurrent technological
developments like canals and railroads made exotic acts increasingly ac-
cessible throughout the world. As a result, turn-of-the-century showmen
justly claimed that their programs were more authentic than ever before.
One article, bluntly titled “Freak Hunting in India,” contended that foreign
freaks were no longer “made” but instead were “born,” because railroad lines
and telegraph networks in colonized countries had given impresarios easy
access to a real “Wild Man of Borneo,” whereas in the past, he would have
been played —in the words of the press agent—by a “Virginia Darky.”"
The international circus animal trade was a lucrative yet risky busi-
ness. Traders contended with unfriendly local authorities, tropical diseases,
strange food, and volatile weather. Carl Hagenbeck’s son, Lorenz, remem-
bered a particularly perilous thirty-seven-day sea journey off the eastern
coast of Africa in 1906 while securing 2,000 dromedaries for the German
government. Aboard the huge, rickety SS Hans Menzel with hundreds of
dromedaries, eighty Arab dromedary handlers, European traders, and a
full shipping crew, Hagenbeck and the others experienced constant, stifling
heat, three fires on board, and violent storms which swept two dromedaries
overboard. In his memoirs, Lorenz remembered the malodorous scene: “I
was always fearing the worst. Below deck the heat was unbelievable. The
combination of equatorial heat, bunker fires and the accumulated warmth of
the crowded transport of dromedaries, produced a temperature which glued
one’s shirt to one’s back. It was a glad moment every time I was at last able
to clamber up, through the open hatch, away from it. If ever I had needed
any additional proof of what a dromedary can stand, it was to hand now.
They had been trained by centuries to hard conditions and chronic thirst.”"*
The animal trade was most treacherous for the local men hired to capture
big game. Carl Hagenbeck described in detail how his traders worked with
provincial African rulers to gain permission to hunt and to hire hunters.
Hagenbeck’s traders brought delicacies and cash to the authorities, who
in turn fed them and provided entertainment: war dances, female dances,
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camel and horse races, and sham fights. The following day, crowds of vil-
lage men came seeking employment as hunters. Hagenbeck and his German
hunters paid local leaders for the privilege of using their land, and gave in-
digenous hunters a small wage for the dangerous task of ambushing wild
game. Hagenbeck observed: “But for the natives big-game hunting is a very
different matter. Then the fray is far from one-sided; the weapons of the man
are little, if it all, superior to those of the brute; and the ‘hunting’ is more of
the nature of the human combatant. Should a horse stumble—an accident
which, on that uneven ground, intersected by underground streams, is only
too likely to happen —death either to the animal or its rider is the probable
result. We need not be surprised that the Sudanese assert that the profes-
sional elephant hunter never dies at home, but ends sooner or later under
the tusks and feet of a hunted elephant.”*

W. C. Coup, a veteran circus owner, recorded similar observations from
an elephant hunt in the Sudan by Paul Ruhe, a “master-hunter” with the
Reiche Brothers: “First we try to distract the attention of the female from
her young. Then a native creeps cautiously in from behind and with one
cut of a heavy broad-bladed knife severs the tendons of her hind legs. She
is then disabled and falls to the ground. We promptly kill her, secure the
ivory and capture the little one. Of course we sometimes have a native or
two killed in this kind of a hunt; but they don’t cost much—only five to six
dollars apiece. The sheiks are paid in advance, and do not care whether the
poor huntsmen get out of the chase alive or not.”**

Coup’s chronicle of this indifference toward indigenous hunters was com-
mon among showmen and traders. In line with the marketing of the rogue
tiger or killer elephant, circus owners heavily advertised the attendant risks
of the hunt and the numbers of local people who assisted in the capture
of wild animals. As early as 1851 P. T. Barnum’s Asiatic Caravan claimed
that a “drove of elephants was captured in the jungles of Central Ceylon,
by Messers. Stebbins, June and George Nutter, accompanied by 160 natives,
after a pursuit of three weeks and four days in the jungles.”*” The racial
politics of the hunt for circus animals mirrored the racial division of labor
in colonial societies across the globe. From South Africa to Vietnam, im-
perial authorities hired colonial subjects at scant wages to perform danger-
ous jobs: mining, ditch digging, and railroad construction.

The hunt was also an omnipresent part of imperial popular culture.”
In British India, colonial administrators spent their leisure time in tiger-
rich places like Rajasthan and the Sunderbans, stalking and killing Ben-
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gal tigers. During the hunt (shikar), some British administrators and Indian
royals (rajas and nawabs) mixed freely in a social setting.”” Other Indians
participated in the hunt in roles that reified colonial hierarchies: as ser-
vants hired to carry water, food, and supplies. In the late nineteenth cen-
tury and the early twentieth, upper-class American men also took part in
colonial hunts. In addition to his forays into the Dakotas and other parts of
North America, Theodore Roosevelt shot wild animals in South America
and Africa. The hunter and taxidermist Carl Akeley, who created the Hall
of African Mammals at the American Museum of Natural History, logged
five safaris to Africa beginning in 1896. Armed with cameras and guns,
he treated the black African personnel who accompanied him as children.
Akeley reprimanded his assistant, “Bill” (whose real name was Wimbia Gi-
kungu), for shooting a gun, an act that represented, in Donna Haraway’s
words, a “usurpation of maturity” Black Africans were typically prohibited
from hunting independently with guns in the presence of white men, thus
illustrating how imperial governments used the hunt as an instrument of
colonial domination.” Earlier, Akeley had a direct tie to the circus: in 1885
he helped stuff P. T. Barnum’s elephant Jumbo for a traveling display.

The reach of the American circus was immense, from small hamlets
in the United States to the Kalahari Desert and beyond. But the scope
of this international business was dependent upon colonial stability. Dur-
ing periods of rebellion, the animal trade shrank. The African trade in
camels, elephants, black rhinoceroses, and hippopotamuses fell sharply after
1879, when the Mahdi’s rebellion in Egypt and the Sudan began.”” In other
instances, circus animal traders helped solidify colonial authority. Lorenz
Hagenbeck’s perilous journey aboard the SS Hans Menzelin 1906 was spon-
sored by the German government, which needed dromedaries for its army
in German South-West Africa to quash the Herero tribal rebellion on the
Kalahari Desert.*°

In addition to securing animal performers, showmen from the United
States conducted informal foreign relations to recruit human circus work-
ers. Acrobats, for instance, helped inaugurate diplomatic relations between
the United States and Japan in the mid-nineteenth century. The first Ameri-
can consul general in Japan, Townsend Harris, saw remarkable Japanese
jugglers performing for the emperor at Yeddo in 1858, just five years after
Commodore Matthew C. Perry first landed there. One juggler could catch
a spinning top, make it land on the edge of a sword near the hilt, and send
it skittering to the tip.*! Several years later, the Japanese tycoon finally al-
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lowed the performers to tour the United States. Their ship landed at San
Francisco in 1867, thereby making this troupe of twenty male and female
acrobats, top-spinners, butterflyers, and magicians the first Japanese to re-
ceive visas in the United States, as members of “Professor Risley’s Imperial
Troupe of Wonderful Japanese.”?* Attracting crowds of several thousand,
the troupe gave audiences a powerful “first sight” of Japanese people, an
image heightened by their spectacular, seemingly ascetic bodily stunts of
revolving pyramids, acrobatics, and contortionism. President Andrew John-
son received the performers at the White House and proclaimed their visit
the beginning of a profitable relationship between the United States and
Japan.®

Carl Hagenbeck’s diplomacy with the British colonial government re-
veals the extensive international networks that showmen relied on dur-
ing the hiring process. Initially, Hagenbeck’s request to hire South Asian
players for his “Triple Circus East India Exposition” in 1906 was shuttled
back and forth between British army officers and a provincial secretary.
Finally, influential friends and his maze of animal agents, many of whom
had ties with local rajas and nawabs, intervened on Hagenbeck’s behalf and
got him credentials to see the viceroy of India, who grudgingly gave his
consent. But the viceroy stipulated that Hagenbeck deposit a bond of
£5,000 into the royal treasury to insure proper care of the circus per-
formers. Hagenbeck’s agents helped him hire two men, two women, and
two children from the various “Hindoo races,” including “fighting” Rajputs
and “weak” Bengalis, all of whom were “physically perfect representatives of
their races.” Hagenbeck employed one hundred South Asians, who in early
1906 traveled from Calcutta to London and then on to New York.**

On a few occasions, proprietors did not even bother getting permission
from foreign governments, or from the entertainers themselves. Perhaps
the most horrific example of a documented kidnapping involved a group of
Aborigines from Palm Island, Australia, who were abducted by P. T. Bar-
num’s agents J. B. Gaylord and R. A. Cunningham. In January 1883 the
Spirit of the Times reported, “One of our Australian correspondents encoun-
tered at Queensland, bargaining for specimens of the Moira tribe, the ir-
repressible J. B. Gaylord, who is touring the world in search of curiosities
for Barnum.”** Soon after, Cunningham took the Aborigines on tour in the
United States with Barnum, Bailey and Hutchinson’s circus. Standing four
foot eleven inches tall, Jimmy Tambo played Tambo Tambo, a “Ranting
Man-Eater” at the sideshow. After performing in Cleveland, Ohio, Tambo
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died and was left behind in the basement of a local funeral home until 1993,
when his descendants and a British anthropologist located his embalmed
body and returned it to Palm Island for proper burial with full rites.*

FROM BRIC A BRAC TO SPECTACLE

From its inception in 1793, the American circus and related amusements
like the museum and menagerie capitalized on exotic animals, people, and
artifacts from colonized areas. Early examples of the outlandish included
“Iranistan,” the mansion in Bridgeport, Connecticut, of the future circus
proprietor P. T. Barnum, erected in 1846. Costing over $150,000 at the
time,*” the palace was based upon the architecture of the Brighton Pavil-
ion (home of the British prince regent), which in turn was inspired by
the colonial Indo-Saracenic architecture of British India.*®* In New York
City, roving sea captains and other collectors provided Barnum’s profitable
American Museum with an enormous international hodgepodge of extraor-
dinary living and dead creatures, and historical relics. One could find the
following items in Case 794, at the Sixth Saloon: “Ball of Hair found in the
Stomach of a Sow; Indian Collar, composed of grizzly bear claws; Sword
of a Swordfish penetrating through the side of a ship; Algerine Cartouche
Box; Algerine boarding pike; African pocket-book; Chinese pillow; Horses
foot, injected; a petrified piece of Pork, which was recovered from the water
after being immersed sixty years; Fragments of the first canal-boat which
reached New York through the Canals; African Sandals; Turkish Shoes;
Sultan Slippers; Turkish Slippers; Ancient Iron Breast-plate, found in Wall
Street, 1816; Arabian Bridle; Wrought metal Mexican Stirrup; Turkish
Ladies’ Boots.”**

However, these early images paled in comparison to the railroad cir-
cus’s full-blown imperial scenes at the end of the nineteenth century. By
the 1890s showmen had transmogrified happenstance foreign objects into
teleological exhibitions of American nationalism.’® Huge circus specs trans-
formed what the British historian John Springhall has called “little wars
of empire” into entertaining proof of the growing influence of the United
States on the world stage® These widely circulating performances pro-
moted broad support for American military activity, using selective scenes
from generally “popular” wars like the Spanish-American War and the In-
dian Wars. Collectively, these specs portrayed the United States as a demo-
cratic republic whose style of government, economic system, and “way of
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life” spread worldwide would herald a utopian age of unprecedented pros-
perity. These specs reiterated the theme in different ways: as narratives of
national origins, as frontier stories, as au courant reenactments of contem-
porary events, and as crusading, missionary-style narratives of Christian
progress.

The wars that the circus and Wild West chose to ignore were as sig-
nificant as the ones they reenacted. Scenes from the Mexican War and the
American Civil War—wars that reminded the nation of its slavery past—
were virtually absent. Although individual amusement proprietors toured
urban areas during the Mexican War with bulky moving panoramas (vast
paintings on canvas panels sewn together and wound from one huge roller
to another to simulate a moving landscape), circus owners did not incorpo-
rate these scenes into their exhibitions given the escalating sectional crisis
that followed.”” The Civil War itself, moreover, could not be easily watered
down so as to be palatable on both sides of the Mason-Dixon Line. The cir-
cus reenacted Civil War battles only sporadically: in 1862 as part of Yankee
Robinson’s production “Three Great Epochs,” in 1863, in his “Battlefield
of Antietam,” and again in 1887 when the Sells Brothers circus executed a
brief reenactment from the battle of Shiloh, a “soul-stirring artillery race.”
But the outfit's star feature that year was “Pawnee Bill's Historical Wild
West.”*® At the turn of the century, only a couple of circuses made even brief
reference to the Civil War. In 1905 the Adam Forepaugh & Sells Brothers
circus opened with a military pageant of men (including Theodore Roose-
velt's Rough Riders) dressed in uniform from every American war. The
show program did not specify whether the Civil War troops would be Union
or Confederate. The pageant’s effect was largely ceremonial, as hundreds
of soldiers dressed in the appropriate uniforms simply marched around the
big top to the accompaniment of a brass band. Lumped together with other
American wars, the Civil War, now neutralized, became an undifferentiated
part of the nation’s historical march to the present.**

Just as world’s fairs commemorated seminal historical occasions like the
Louisiana Purchase of 1803, the circus and Wild West used the past to
substantiate contemporary nationalist celebrations of the new empire. The
Hungarian immigrant brothers Imre and Bolossy Kiralfy created several
spectacles, notably “Columbus And the Discovery of America,” an expen-
sive production that linked the arrival of Columbus on North American soil
to later nation building. The spec reportedly cost $500,000, an expendi-
ture which the circus freely advertised.*” In Keokuk, Iowa, the Constitution-
Democrat stated that Barnum & Bailey had spent $75,000 for scenery,
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COLUMBUS TAKING POSSESSION OF THE NEW WORL
FIRST LANDING onre SHORES or AMERICA. COLUMBUS PLANTING THE ROYAL BANNER OF SPAIN,»TAKING POSSESSION
in vve NAMES or e SOVEREIGNS. THE OATH OF ALLEGIANCE ADMINISTERED TO HIS FOLLOWERS BEFORE THE TIMID NATIVES.

THE WORLDS GRANDEST. LARGEST. BEST.AMUSEMENT INSTITUTION.

Figure 33. “Columbus Takes Possession of a New World,” Barnum & Bailey, 1892.

In this painterly romantic landscape poster, Columbus stakes his claim to the New World
before an obedient crew and obeisant Native Americans. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus
World Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum &
Bailey® The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL38-92-1F-16)

$250,000 for costumes, $50,000 for armor and weapons,*® and the rest for
incidental expenses. The spectacle announced that Columbus had been the
first to ignite the “engine” of American progress. A poster in 1892 grandly
proclaimed that the production told the “Whole History of a Great Nation.”
As evidence of the circus’s fusion of the instructive and the titillating, hun-
dreds of dancing girls writhed under the moonlit sky at the Alhambra pal-
ace, upon Columbus’s departure from Spain.”’

At the circus, Columbus “takes possession” of the New World, as ob-
sequious shipmates and Native Americans bow at his feet (fig. 33). While
Columbus meditates, “a vision of progress and crvilization appears before his
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ecstatic eyes, revealing to him the wonderful results in invention, science
and art which future generations will glorify as the result of his stupendous
discovery” (emphasis in original).*® Commemorating the four hundredth
anniversary of Columbus’s travels across the Atlantic, the spectacle was
an “invented tradition,” as it used Columbus’s mistaken journey for South
Asian spices to validate contemporary notions of Euroamerican progress
and empire with the heft of ostensible historical precedent.*

The American Revolution was another part of this origins narrative of
contemporary nationalism. Showmen characterized the Revolution as a
contest between a despotic, colonial authority and “freedom-loving” “in-
digenous” people, a victory of republicanism over monarchy, and a blue-
print for democratic self-determination throughout the world. Even in the
1790s, circuses already reenacted Revolutionary battle scenes. Performing
at Philadelphia in May 1798, a circus contained a political play: “The Death
of Major André, and Arnold’s Treachery: Or, West Point Preserved, Three
Acts.”*° But in the late nineteenth century, spectacles used the Revolution
to make broader claims for America’s global authority. In 1893 the Adam
Forepaugh circus exhibited “1776, Historic Scenes and Battles of the Ameri-
can Revolution” in nine scenes, declaring, “The Revolution made us a nation
destined to be the very greatest of all the earth, consequently it is the prin-
cipal and primal event in our history”* The cast of the spec was composed
of fifty-one military officers, actors portraying all of the signers of the Dec-
laration of Independence, and hundreds of chorus members, playing the
Green Mountain Boys and the Pioneers. Proclaiming the Declaration of
Independence “The Greatest Document ever written being signed by its
Brave Upholders,” the spec breathlessly described “The Waiting Mob with-
out. The Glad Tones of Old Liberty Bell. ‘Freedom to all men throughout
the Land.” The production ended with President Washington’s inaugura-
tion, as chorus members cheered, “Long Live George Washington, Presi-
dent of the United States.”*®

In “1776” the “mob” was passionate, yet peaceful. Unlike French fire-
brands who massacred members of the aristocracy during the Reign of Ter-
ror in 1793, these American revolutionaries merely destroyed a statue of
George 111, not the king himself, nor did they force a wholesale transfor-
mation of the social fabric. They eagerly celebrated the restoration of order
through the democratic election of a “natural” aristocrat, George Washing-
ton (plate 7). The French Revolution, which caused the destruction of the
ancien régime, was never reenacted at the circus. Circus spectacles depicted
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the restrained, not radical, transfer of power as an “exceptional,” uniquely
American impulse, to be followed throughout the world.

Circus and Wild West shows linked the Indian Wars to this larger origins
narrative—as part of the nation’s “inevitable” movement from “savagery” to
civilization. These reenactments reflected contemporary foreign relations
ideologies for two additional reasons: at the turn of the century, most Native
Americans were literal foreigners in their own country, because they were
not uniformly recognized by federal law as U.S. citizens until 1924. Sec-
ondly, the Indian Wars—indeed, the whole history of Euroamerican rela-
tions with Native Americans—was a colonizing project, an ideological and
strategic blueprint for subsequent U.S. entanglements overseas.

Buffalo Bill Cody’s dramatization of the Battle of the Little Big Horn
absolved General Custer of any personal responsibility for the ambush, at
which a concert of Plains warriors killed every soldier under his command
in 1876. At the Wild West, Custer (a fearless, yet dim warrior who gradu-
ated last in his class at West Point) became a heroic martyr whose 365
men stood no chance against 6,000 Indians. First produced in London dur-
ing a European tour (1887-92) and in the United States at the Columbian
Exposition in 1893, “Custer’s Last Fight; or, The Battle of the Little Big
Horn,” characterized the actual battle as “savage warfare, in which the
foe was absolutely merciless, where capture meant torture, added to death;
where no quarter was given, and no prisoners taken.”** In the epilogue,
Cody recast a minor confrontation between federal troops and a small band
of Cheyenne riders (who had not even participated in the Battle of the Little
Bighorn) as retaliation for Custer’s loss. This incident on which the coda
was based happened twenty-two days after the battle itself, when Cody
killed and scalped the Cheyenne chief Yellow Hand.** For theatrical effec-
tiveness, Cody wrote in the show program that his decision to join federal
troops had been based upon his desire for revenge—but, as the historian
Richard Slotkin points out—Cody in fact enlisted some three weeks be-
fore the Battle of the Little Big Horn took place.** Transforming a bum-
bling gunshot death into an exciting hand-to-hand knife fight, the illus-
trated show program depicts Cody standing over Yellow Hand’s body at the
edge of a cliff, poised with a knife in his right hand, and the bloody scalp
and headdress clenched in his outstretched left hand. From below, scores of
federal troops look up solemnly at Buffalo Bill. The caption reads, “Death
of Yellow Hand —Cody’s first scalp for Custer.”*®
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By concluding the exhibition of defeat with a declaration of federal power,
Cody negated the unsettling ideological implications of the Native Ameri-
cans’ victory at the Little Big Horn*” Custer’s widow, Elizabeth, for one,
greatly appreciated Cody’s seamless interpretation of the past. “I have been
rejoicing for nearly three weeks in the success of your exhibition for your
sake and also that you are teaching the youth the history of our country
where the noble officers, soldiers and scouts sacrificed so much for the sake
of our nation’s land. I always thank you from my heart for all that you have
done to keep my husband’s memory green. You have done so much to make
him an idol among the children and young people.”*®

As a positive exhibition of recent events, Cody’s production did little to
acknowledge the genesis of the Battle of the Little Bighorn: show programs
did not mention the federal government’s decision to open sacred reserva-
tion lands in the Black Hills to gold prospectors in 1875, when in fact this
was a catalyst for war. Programs did prominently display a photograph of
Buffalo Bill (with rifle in hand) shaking hands with the Hunkpapa Sioux
chief Sitting Bull: “Foes in 76 —Friends in ’85.”*° Sitting Bull had been a
brilliant military strategist at the Battle of the Little Big Horn in 1876.
The next year, he led a band of almost 1,000 people to Canada to escape
federal troops, but found little to eat during nearly four years of difficult
exile. Returning with his band in 1881, Sitting Bull surrendered to federal
authorities and was imprisoned at Fort Randall in the Dakota Territory;
eventually he was forced to farm an allotment and live in a log cabin at the
Standing Rock Agency, where in 1885 he met Cody. He toured with Cody’s
Wild West show for one highly successful season. After returning to Stand-
ing Rock, Sitting Bull remained a vocal critic of federal Indian policy, par-
ticularly the Dawes Allotment Act of 1887, which in exchange for dubious
promises of citizenship imposed individual land allotments on the Indians,
who had always practiced communal land ownership. This devastating piece
of federal legislation opened up approximately 15 million acres for Euro-
american settlement. Sitting Bull became a participant in the Ghost Dance
Movement, initiated by the Paiute holy man Wovoka in 1889: this promised
the imminent arrival of a messiah who would remove the whites and return
the buffalo if followers danced a Ghost Dance and wore magical clothing to
ward off Euroamerican violence. Alarmed at the spread of this resistance
movement, U.S. military leaders followed a familiar policy of extermina-
tion. In mid-December 1890, Cody and Sitting Bull met for a final time at
the Standing Rock Reservation in South Dakota, after General Miles had
asked Cody to convince Sitting Bull to meet with U.S. Army officials; the
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meeting ended horribly, however, when Sitting Bull was accidentally shot
and killed by zealous U.S. marshals.”® On December 29 the military slaugh-
tered Lakota families at Wounded Knee, South Dakota. Shortly thereafter,
Adam Forepaugh'’s circus translated tragedy into spectacle with a series of
Ghost Dance scenes, “recalling the Weird Scenes of the late outbreak and
the terrible frenzy of the Savages seeking the advent of the Red Messiah.”*

The Indian Wars provided a precedent and guide for future overseas
military conduct by the United States during the Spanish-American War
and its subsequent occupation of the Philippines (1898-1946).°2 Walter Wil-
liams asserts that the U.S. government’s relations with Native Americans
during the nineteenth century, and especially the Supreme Court’s ruling in
Cherokee Nation v. Georgia in 1831, provided the United States with a model
for governing colonial subjects.”® Richard Drinnon traces the interconnect-
edness of continental and overseas empire building even further back, to
colonial efforts to exterminate Indians after the Powhatan chief Opechanca-
naugh’s attack on Jamestown in 1622, and the 1637 Pequot War fought in
the Massachusetts Bay colony®* More than two and a half centuries later,
most U.S. regiments fighting in the Philippines were from western states,
and a full 87 percent of all U.S. generals in the Philippines had fought in the
Indian Wars. American soldiers referred to the Filipino nationalist Emilio
Aguinaldo as “Tecumseh” or “Sitting Bull,” and in describing Filipino mili-
tary tactics used the phrase “injun up.”** In declaring Filipinos “unfit” for
self-government, Vice President Theodore Roosevelt claimed, “To grant
self~government to Luzon under [the Filipino leader] Aguinaldo would
be like granting self-government to an Apache reservation under some
local chief”?¢ Circus proprietors offered identical representational strate-
gies. They juxtaposed scenes from the Spanish-American War with earlier
battle scenes from the Indian Wars and featured Native American actors
playing the Spanish and Filipinos as living symbols of the continuity of U.S.
expansionism.

Cody’s vivid, “authentic” Wild West also attracted thousands of Euro-
pean immigrants to the American West. During Cody’s many European
tours from the late 1880s to the early years of the twentieth century, mil-
lions of Europeans formed their first impressions of the trans-Mississippi
West based on his live reenactments.” As further testimony to the perva-
siveness of Buffalo Bill's frontier among European spectators, Wild West
dime novels sprang up throughout Europe at the turn of the century, includ-
ing Germany (Texas Jack “Der groffe Kundschafter”), France (Texras Jack la
Terreur des Indiens), and Italy (Buffalo Bill L'Eroe del Wild West).”® The Wild

CInstruct the Minds of All Classes ] 205



West promoted the trans-Mississippi West as a vast empire of liberty for
white cultivators who chose to “improve” or “civilize” western lands, while
it simultaneously claimed that this boundless continental frontier (and its
Indian inhabitants) was rapidly disappearing in the face of such settlement.

As the political and economic interests of the United States became in-
creasingly globalized during the 1890s, the focus of the circus and Wild
West also expanded. Impresarios enlarged their exhibitions of the Ameri-
can “frontier” to include overseas frontiers. These interpretations were
strikingly similar to the ways in which contemporary American intellec-
tuals and policymakers now conceptualized the frontier: the Far East had
become part of the “Wild West” as a site for new American markets and
cultural commerce. In 1893 Buffalo Bill's Wild West became Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World. L. G. Moses em-
phasizes that this change was prompted initially by the fears of Cody’s
co-owner Nate Salsbury that assimilation-minded reformers might con-
vince the Interior Department to ban Indian employment altogether at the
Wild West show.” The new name also capitalized on the growing visi-
bility of America’s global frontier. “Cowboys” from around the world con-
gregated at the Wild West: Cossack, Mexican, Arab, and Syrian cowboys
performed feats of horsemanship in colorful native costumes.®® After the
Spanish-American War, Buffalo Bill's Congress of Rough Riders of the
World now included Cuban, Hawaiian, Puerto Rican, and Filipino “cow-
boys.”® In 1909 Buffalo Bill merged his operations with those of another
Wild West owner, Major Gordon W. Lillie (“Pawnee Bill,” who had worked
as an interpreter with the Pawnee) to form Buffalo Bill's Wild West com-
bined with Pawnee Bill's Great Far East, or, as it was known to show work-
ers, the Two Bills show. In the initial grand review, “The Red Men of two
hemispheres ride side by side and Many Nations contribute Man and Beast
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to a Triumphal March of the Ethnological Congress.”

“A SPLENDID LITTLE WAR...”

At the onset of the Spanish-American War, William F. Cody publicly ex-
pressed his desire to send “30,000 braves” to Cuba.®® His Wild West opened
the 1898 season with a Color Guard of Cuban Veterans who marched around
the arena. The program noted that all were “on leave of absence in order
to give their various wounds time to heal, all have fought for the flag of
Cuba and will soon return to that country to act as scouts and guides, for
which their familiarity with the topography of the island especially com-
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mends them.”®* When the war ended on August 12, audience members at
the Forepaugh & Sells Brothers circus in Beloit, Kansas, erupted after a
worker interrupted the performance to read a telegram announcing the big
news. The circus route book noted: “["This] was the occasion for a mighty
ovation, the entire audience rising to their feet and cheering the stars and
stripes. Merrick’s Military band struck up the air of ‘Star Spangled Ban-
ner, and again the audience burst into an uproar. It was surely a memorable
occasion.”® The national mood was jubilant after a four-month war that
resulted in few U.S. casualties (385 battle deaths, 2,061 deaths from other
causes, and 1,662 nonmortal wounds), and the acquisition of overseas ter-
ritories that remapped the nation’s position in world affairs.®®

The circus and Wild West portrayed the Spanish-American War not in
terms of colonial conquest but as evidence of liberal progress and demo-
cratic equality. Subsequent U.S. actions, however, clearly belied such lofty
aims. Relations with the Philippines quickly spiraled into a protracted guer-
rilla war after McKinley annexed the islands with the Treaty of Paris in
February 1899. More than 200,000 Filipinos died from battle wounds, fam-
ine, and disease from 1899 to 1902, and sporadic fighting continued there-
after. In Cuba, U.S. intervention soon turned into a military occupation that
transformed the newly liberated nation into a virtual U.S. colony under the
auspices of the Platt Amendment of 1901. In Puerto Rico, U.S. financial
policies prompted local elites to consolidate landholdings so that they could
grow crops primarily for export.®” After the U.S. military began its occupa-
tion of Haiti (1915-34), the U.S. government drained Haiti’s treasury, con-
trolled its customs houses, introduced racial segregation into hotels, clubs,
and restaurants, reinstituted a corvee system of forced labor for road build-
ing, and enforced a “shoot on sight” curfew in the wake of the mob killing of
President Vilbrun G. Sam. Brenda Gayle Plummer writes that U.S. policies
in Haiti during the occupation constituted formal, rather than informal, im-
perialism.®® But even the U.S. ideal of economic development and free mar-
kets, William Appleman Williams contends, contained the seeds of formal
empire. “When an advanced industrial nation plays, or tries to play, a con-
trolling and one-sided role in the development of a weaker economy, then
the policy of the more powerful country can with accuracy and candor only
be described as imperial.”®® Despite the contradictions between the rheto-
ric of self-determination and actual military domination, many prominent
Americans like William F. Cody supported expansion by the United States.
Cody, for instance, voiced his support for its rule of the Philippines in his
correspondence with his friend Theodore Roosevelt.™
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Figure 34. “American Fleet of Battleships,” Barnum & Bailey, 1899. Although touring

LEurope during the Spanish-American War, the circus immediately fashioned a facsimile
reenactment of selected triumphal war scenes on an ocean of “real water” to promulgate
America’s rising position in the world. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-N1200-99-1F-2)

Artifacts of war saturated the circus and Wild West to such an extent
that one newspaper writer was prompted to compare the war in the Philip-
pines to the Wild West show: “The theory of the Administration is that the
trouble in the Philippines is like the Wild West show. [t isn’t war, but it looks
a good deal like it.”™ In 1899 Barnum & Bailey fashioned “America’s Great
Naval Victory at Santiago” while touring Europe (fig. 84). The spectacle
was “Presented on a Miniature Ocean of Real Water, with real War Ships,
Guns, and Explosives,” and ended with the annihilation of the Spanish fleet
while “The Star Spangled Banner” played in the background.” Viewed by
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countless thousands of Europeans, the circus announced to British, French,
and German rivals America’s new position on the world stage and the power
of its expanding navy.

Upon returning to the United States in 1903, Barnum & Bailey exhib-
ited official models of U.S. warships (based on plans from Secretary of the
Navy John D. Long),” ranging in length from three to nine feet.™ The 1904
Barnum & Bailey program announced: “These models were built as an ex-
pression of the appreciation of the management of this exhibition of the
power and glory of the American navy as so magnificently manifested dur-
ing the late Spanish-American war. [Because the circus was traveling in
England] . . . the people with the . . . show realize, perhaps, more fully
than their fellow-Americans who have remained at home, the magic potency
of the name American’ that has been given to it by its splendid navy”™
The presence of miniature battleships, government-sanctioned objects, en-
hanced Barnum & Bailey’s credibility as a respectable source of information
about current events. As the press agent Tody Hamilton had stated earlier,
“It will be a pleasure to give them their first sight of the ships that defend
them in times of war.”® The battleships were powerful fetish objects, link-
ing an abstract, faraway war to an intimate material reality, a riveting “first
sight” that could be inspected and touched by curious circus-goers, thereby
giving Americans a concrete sense of how the government was spending
their excise tax dollars.

A year after the Spanish-American War, Buffalo Bill's production “Battle
of San Juan Hill” exhibited the multiracial Congress of Rough Riders doing
battle with the Spanish. The artists playing Theodore Roosevelt’s regi-
ment of Rough Riders included Euroamericans, Cubans, African Ameri-
cans, and, in a twist of intentional racial disguise, Native Americans as the
Spanish villains.” In the second act, “The Rough Riders’ Immortal Charge,”
Roosevelt's “virile” regiment defeated the “wine-soaked” Spanish through
“manly” courage and discipline: “There is a frantic yell of admiration and
approval as the soldiers— whate, red and black— spring from their cowering
position of utter helplessness and follow Roosevelt and the flag. On and ever
onward they leap, struggle and crawl. . . . The Spaniards cannot believe that
so small a force would dare an assault so forlorn of all hope. They errone-
ously infer that an army is charging close behind it, and as it breathlessly
comes closely on for a hand-to-hand death grapple, they pale, they flinch,
and at last they turn and fly in panic. Their gold and crimson emblem of
ruthless oppression is torn from the ramparts, and Old Glory streams on
the breeze, triumphant in its place” (emphasis in original)™®

CInstruct the Minds of All Classes ] 209



Showmen’s seamless spectacles of the Spanish-American War drama-
tized a racially and economically diverse American military destroying the
“decrepit” and “effete” Spanish colonial empire and (ostensibly) replacing it
with a democratic American empire of liberty and free markets.” African
American soldiers played a crucial role in the Rough Riders’ victory, and
show programs acknowledged their presence. In 1900 Buffalo Bill featured
Negro Cavalrymen in a new act.** Programs for the “Battle of San Juan
Hill” celebrated the presence of multiracial American troops in the Spanish-
American War as evidence of the readiness of the United States to “guide”
the rest of the world by its own multicultural model.

After such hair-raising recreations of dramatic Spanish-American War
battle scenes, Panama Canal diplomacy was a seemingly bland, curious en-
tertainment subject. The acquisition of the canal zone by the United States
involved no formal declaration of war or exciting military battles. In 1903
the U.S. government gave strong financial and military support to the Pana-
manian nationalist movement which sought independence from Colombia.
After immediately recognizing Panama, the United States paid $10 million
plus $250,000 a year*' for rights to the Canal Zone, a swath of land ten miles
wide that divided the country in two.** The Panamanians immediately real-
ized that they had only partial control of their new country, especially after
the United States began building the canal. Some members of Roosevelt’s
cabinet opposed acquisition of the Canal Zone, as did several newspapers.
The Hearst papers proclaimed that the “Panama foray is nefarious . . . a quite

"8 Yet most Ameri-

unexampled instance of foul play in American politics.
cans fully supported Roosevelt’s efforts to control the Canal, and cared little
about how he got it.**

The circus transformed the questionable acquisition of the Canal Zone
into an unquestioning public celebration of American might. Adam Fore-
paugh & Sells Brothers” spectacle “Panama; or, The Portals of the Sea; or,
The Stars and Stripes” vigorously publicized the canal’s construction. The
spec opened the program and featured “The Grand, Imposing, Majestic,
Military, Ideal.”®® Couriers stated that the production “Idealiz[ed] in He-
raldic and Military Magnificence America’s Opening of the Panama Canal
to the Nations of the World. Historical in its Magnificent Lessons, Educa-
tional in its Elevating Nature, Moral in its Imposing Theme, Patriotic in its
Noble Tendencies, Unparalleled in its Tremendous Magnitude.”*® Forecast-
ing the ideological tenor of the Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco
(1915-16), this spec predicted that the canal would be an oceanic bridge,
bringing prosperity and democracy to the rest of the world.
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The circus also remade into spectacle the tedious course of actual diplo-
macy. Like the “Canal” production, Barnum & Bailey’s spec “Peace, Ameri-
ca’s Immortal Triumph” (1906) contained no thrilling battle reenactments.
Written by Bolossy Kiralfy, the production reconstituted an event that
seemingly had little impact upon American life—Theodore Roosevelt’s me-
diation in 1905 of the Portsmouth Treaty, which ended the Russo-Japanese
War—into a colorful paean to rising U.S. globalism. In the spec, several
European countries (represented by ponderous floats) try to reconcile Japan
and Russia, but fail. Finally, the U.S. “Columbia” float appears. Represented
by a towering, beneficent female statue named “Peace,” the United States
quickly resolves the war, without firing a single shot. According to Barnum
& Bailey’s route book: “At this moment the portrait of President Roosevelt
is unfolded and the Angels of Peace sound their trumpets proclaiming to
the world that the great deed has been accomplished and that Peace reigns
throughout the world.”®” “Peace” ended when the American float left the
stage, flanked by jubilant Japanese and Russians.

The spec’s “happily-ever-after” conclusion—not surprisingly —belied
actual events. Although the Portsmouth Peace Treaty ostensibly honored
the open door by declaring that no power (Japan or Russia) should be al-
lowed to establish its own colonial sphere of influence in China, the agree-
ment hardly guaranteed peace. European monarchs had asked Roosevelt to
mediate the peace, because they were concerned about the dangerous im-
plications of the antitsarist revolution of 1905 in Russia, which coincided
with the Russo-Japanese War. The resulting treaty favored the Japanese by
granting Japan controlling interests in Korea, the southern half of Sakhalin
Island, and several Chinese ports.*® The Portsmouth Treaty thus helped sow
the seeds of Russian instability and growing Japanese domination on the
world stage. In Collier’s magazine, W. E. B. Du Bois predicted that Japan’s
victory marked the beginning of the end of “white supremacy” throughout
the world. Likewise, Haitian intellectuals called for a “Meiji Restoration”
for Haiti.*

As a whole, showmen predicted that the benefits of an American em-
pire of liberty would soon be felt worldwide. Peter Sells, proprietor of the
Adam Forepaugh & Sells Brothers circus, proclaimed: “The building of the
Nicaragua canal, enlargement of our standing army, a navy that will equal,
if not surpass that of any other nation on earth, a wise and just supervi-
sion over Cuba and Porto Rico, the acquisition of ports at several points in
Asia for coaling and resting stations for our commercial and war ships, are
all essential to the future welfare of this nation.”®® Captain Alfred Thayer
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Mahan also called for an enlarged U.S. navy to protect America’s increas-
ingly far-flung commercial interests: “The ships that thus sail to and fro
must have secure ports to which to return, and must, as far as possible,
be followed by the protection of their country throughout their country
throughout the voyage. . . . The necessity of a navy . . . springs, therefore,
from the existence of a peaceful shipping.”®' In an address to the American
Historical Association at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Fred-
erick Jackson Turner set forth his frontier thesis, which linked the nation’s
future prosperity to its ability to solve the crisis of overproduction by estab-
lishing (and protecting) new overseas markets. But as the co-owner of a
vastly popular, live, nomadic show, Peter Sells advanced expansionist ide-
ology in a far more accessible medium than print. The circus, a national
entertainment, projected an ostensibly unifying patriotic consensus to a di-
verse audiences of immigrants, African Americans, Native Americans, and
native-born whites—although those same audiences often used Circus Day
and Buffalo Bill Day as opportunities to engage in fractious, racially charged
altercations with each other.

CIRCUS CRUSADES

Some spectacles focused on countries where the United States had few eco-
nomic, political, or strategic interests. Portraying the United States as a
Christian nation led by chaste, manly Euroamerican capitalists, circus ex-
positions of Christian “industry” and “civilization” complemented the goals
of missionaries at the turn of the century. Admiral George Dewey and
Alfred Thayer Mahan, among other well-known imperialists, supported
the YMCA’s missionary work overseas and Dwight Moody’s Student Vol-
unteer Movement, because these private religious groups helped establish
American capitalist culture abroad and new markets for American goods.”®
Woodrow Wilson and William Howard Taft both believed that the spread
of Christianity abroad formed “the only basis for the hope of modern civili-
zation.”*®

Yet in 1899, members of the Chinese group, the Harmonious Righteous
Fists, challenged this missionary-capitalist nexus. Sanctioned by the Em-
press Dowager, leader of the disintegrating Manchu dynasty, the xenopho-
bic “Boxers” (as they were called in the West) terrorized foreign mission-
aries and private citizens as part of their plan to remove outsiders from
Chinese soil. In response, President William McKinley ordered 5,000
troops to the Chinese mainland. Other countries with spheres of influence
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Figure 35. “The Rescue at Pekin,” Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of
Rough Riders of the World, 1901. Depicting the United States as the leader of an

international consortium preserving the “Open Door” to China, this spectacle underscored

the continuity of continental and overseas expansion by hiring Native Americans
to play the Chinese Bozers. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wis., BBWW-NL4-01-1F-2)

in China also sent troops to protect their own citizens and investments.
Within a few months, the rebellion was quashed and foreign powers agreed
to obey the “open door” notes. Written by Secretary of State John Hay in
1899 and 1900, the notes asked all powers to preserve “Chinese territorial
and administrative integrity.” **

In 1901 Buffalo Bill's Wild West reenacted the uprising and its immedi-
ate aftermath in a brand-new spec, the “Battle of Tien-Tsin” (or the “Res-
cue at Pekin”) (fig. 85). Colorful regiments of American, German, Rus-
sian, British, Japanese, French, and South Asian Sikh “cowboys” thundered
around a sawdust arena, shooting at queue-clad Native Americans play-
ing the Boxers perched atop a stone wall.” The Wild West show depicted
the U.S. military as leading a cooperative international charge—although
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in reality, each power had scrambled to protect its own assets in China and
some attempted to cut land deals with the Boxers along the way. The pro-
gram argued that the Boxers were “savage . . . uncompromising [and] in-
different to the civilized world. . . . The Royal Standard of Paganism floats
proudly defiant of the Christian world. [Later] the Royal Standard comes
down and the banners of civilization take its place.”*°

Historical productions valorized the Christian soldier. In 1903 Ringling
Bros. produced “Jerusalem and the Crusades,” celebrating the first Cru-
sade (which began in 1095).°" Departing from France, the Knights thun-
dered off to save the city of Jerusalem from the “fanaticism of the Moham-
medans.” Meanwhile, the Saracenic Emir in Jerusalem“held high feast and
made merry while the Crusaders besieged the Holy City” The Emir was
surrounded by “ladies of the harem,” omnipresent, diaphanously dressed
“oriental” dancing girls in racial disguise. His opulence and polygamy stood
him in stark contrast to the celibate Christian Knights, who vowed “to lead
sweet lives in purest chastity, To [eventually] love one maiden only, cleave
to her, And worship her by years of noble deeds, Until they won her.”*
The monogamous Crusaders defeated the polygamous Muslim “infidels”
and the spectacle came to a triumphant Christian finish. The accompanying
program book reminded the modern circus audience: “The centuries have
witnessed many changes since knights wandered over the earth in search
of adventure but the virtues of the ideal knight of the Middle Ages re-
mains the ideal of the Christian Gentleman of the Twentieth Century.”*°
“Jerusalem and the Crusades” also tapped into current American nostalgia
for the medieval knight—reinvented as an antidote for the “over-civilized,”
neurasthenic, urban man. Consumers commonly saw the knight’s image
on commercial products and in literature. Charles Major published W hen
Knighthood Was in Flower in 1898; the next year, the novel was already in its
twenty-third printing. Winston Churchill's Richard Carvel (1899) was also
a best-seller.®® Likewise, “Jerusalem and the Crusades” cast the medieval
knight-cum-“Christian Gentleman” as a natural world leader, a progressive
counterpoint to Islamic “decadence” and “ease.”

During the Spanish-American War, Peter Sells characterized the Span-
ish in a similar vein, as a feeble contrast to the sober, virile American sol-
dier: “['The war] has proven forever that brains are superior to booze for
the stimulation of bravery. It proves that the “Yankee pigs, as the pompous,
wine-soaked, effete Castillian has termed us, are their superiors as states-
men, as soldiers and as sailors. That while they were feeding their people
upon lies and attempted to bolster up their tottering and rotten govern-
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ment with pompous brag, our people were resting their cause upon truth,
and in the contest between truth and falsehood ‘truth beareth victory’”'"!
As an enlisted man during the war, Sherwood Anderson and his fellow sol-
diers anticipated the circus’s effeminate Spanish stereotype: “To the sol-
diers the Spaniards were something like performers in a circus to which the
American boys had been invited. It was said that they had bells on their
hats, wore swords and played guitars under the windows of ladies’ bed-
rooms at night.”**® Collectively, these florid images helped give the United
States’ victory in the Spanish-American War a gendered face, as a triumph

of “sober,” republican manliness over a mawkish, inept military.

Even though the United States did not have direct colonial interests in
India, the subcontinent was a frequent circus subject. American Protes-
tant missionaries had targeted South Asia as a major evangelical site since
1813, when the British government’s Charter Act lifted a ban on mission-
aries in its Indian provinces.”®> Missionaries from the United States re-
turned home with spectacular, circuslike representations of animal gods,
royal “Hindoo” ceremonies atop elephants, ferocious animals, and body-
contorting sadhus. Showmen soon transmogrified these startling reports
into live performances.”* Some of the most familiar circus animals, particu-
larly Asian elephants and Bengal tigers, came from India. At the circus, sev-
eral South Asian animals were named after South Asian rulers. Arriving in
America in 1821, the ship Bengal brought the “fighting” elephant “Tippoo
Sultan” —named after Tipu Sultan, a courageous potentate in southern In-
dia who attempted unsuccessfully to stop British expansion into southern
India during the late eighteenth century.'”® Elephants were also occasionally
named “Mameluke,” an Arabic word for a military slave who was a mem-
ber of the Turkish-speaking cavalry ruling Egypt and Syria as part of the
Mamluk dynasty during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

As a site of American missionary activity, South Asia was a moral fron-
tier rather than an economic or political one. More broadly, circus pro-
prietors’ treatment of Indian culture reflected the state of affairs between
the United States and Great Britain. As the United States consolidated its
own regional empire in the late nineteenth century, the British invested
more capital in American foreign ventures than any other European power.
Consequently, the United States and Britain enjoyed an informal alliance,
based on strong cultural and economic ties. And these ties were racial.
As Reginald Horsman has written, “Anglo-Saxonism” was an English and
American intellectual invention that helped unify white people of different
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classes and ethnicity under a shared racial heritage.®® The racial ideology
of Anglo-Saxonism was founded upon nineteenth-century Teutonic germ
theory, which posited that the seeds of democracy traveled westward with
the Teutonic conquerors to Britain, and then North America. Stuart Ander-
son contends that Anglo-Saxonism provided a major reason for diplomatic
rapprochement between the United States and Britain at the beginning of
the twentieth century.'*”

In supporting British colonial rule, circus exhibitions also legitimized
the fledgling American empire. The circus depicted colonized India as a
“queer,” “heathen” culture, in need of “guidance” from mature, industrial,
Christian England. Such representations had long roots. In 1858 four Amer-
ican circuses reenacted scenes from the Sepoy Rebellion of the preceding
year, an indigenous South Asian revolt against British colonial authority.'®
All circus renderings transformed this South Asian challenge to British rule
into a harmless, ceremonial feast of colorful costumes and athletic feats atop
horses and elephants that concluded with an affirmation of British colonial
authority. At Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, in 1858, a newspaper advertise-
ment for the Rivers & Derious circus proclaimed: “Among the novel perfor-
mances will be presented the thrilling dramatic spectacle entitled the war
in indea; or, The Siege of Lucknow! With all the beautiful effects of charac-
ter, music, costume, properties, &c. To commence with a Grand Cavalcade
A la Turk, by a full corps of lady and gentleman Equestrians.”'°

The scale of turn-of-the-century South Asian specs was gargantuan
compared to such mid-century displays. Barnum & Bailey’s spec “Oriental
India” (1896) claimed to depict daily life in India in a manner comparable
to the ethnological congress along the midway at contemporaneous world’s
fairs. One colorful lithograph pronounced: “Eastern Home Life & Occupa-
tions Revealed to Christian Eyes in Vivid Pictures by Genuine Natives of
India and Ceylon.” Another containing a “series and views of living groups
of strange and curious people” crammed onto a single stage a plethora of
stereotypical Indian characters—“the very people themselves, whole fami-
lies and groups of them”: the sacred cow, the male snake charmer, a man
smoking bhang (marijuana) from a water pipe, scantily clad men climbing
trees, Hindus praying, the “famous dancing girls of Madras,” “Silver and
Devil Mask dancers from Kandy [Sri Lanka],” and women making textiles
by hand while caring for seminude children (fig. 36)."° Barnum & Bailey
staged “Oriental India” on a raised platform surrounded by a long oblong
band of Indian animals—elephants, tigers, sacred cattle—and others that
were not from the region like Johanna the ersatz gorilla, now billed as
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Figure 36. “Oriental India,” Barnum & Bailey, 1896. Containing snake charmers and
temple dancers among other South Astan stereotypes, the spectacle was exhibited alongside
the ethnological congress in the menagerie tent. (Lithograph courtesy of Circus World
Museum, Baraboo, Wis., with permission from Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey®
The Greatest Show on Earth® B+B-NL38-96-1F-2)

“Chiko’s Widow.” A narrow walkway for audience members separated the
human exhibits from the animals."

In general, the circus depicted India as an immutable cultural landscape
fixed in an ancient “Asiatic” mode of production. “Oriental India” was ex-
hibited in conjunction with a series of “chaste, refined and elegant repre-
sentations of groups of ancient classic and modern” statuary and paintings,
enhancing the impression that Indian culture itself was a static work of
art, composed of immobile figments, easily exchanged in any preindustrial
cultural context."* But showmen occasionally alluded to transformations
in the colonial economy. Barnum & Bailey’s ethnological congress in 1895,
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which employed “Trinidad Coolies” and “Hindu Creoles from the Equator,
displayed members of the South Asian diaspora as royalty, although these
Indians virtually all worked as manual laborers."® After the British abol-
ished slavery in 1833 in British Africa and the West Indies (but not in India
until 18438), a diasporic South Asian labor pool served as a replacement
for black slave labor. During the late nineteenth century the British em-
ployed vast numbers of South Asians in the imperial factory system, which
stretched throughout the Empire: from huge new textile mills in Bombay
and Ahmedabad to rubber plantations in Malaysia. In Uganda, Kenya, and
other British colonies in Africa, Indian work gangs built railroads under
brutal conditions.

Proprietors further effaced the bleak reality of British colonialism with
showy spectacles of Indian political pageantry. One event in particular, the
Durbar (royal court) of Delhi, became an enduring circus subject. In 1903
Lord George Curzon, British viceroy of India, sat atop a bejeweled elephant
as he crowned King Edward VII the new Emperor of India. Hundreds of
parading elephants, camels, horses, and Indian rajas and nawabs attended
the ceremony. Lady Curzon and the Duke and Duchess of Connaught also
participated in this celebration of British imperialism. Delhi was the old
Mughal capital of India: by donning the accouterments of Indian rulers in
an imperial setting, Lord Curzon implicitly invented a historical link be-
tween his own authority and the legacies of past emperors, notably Akbar,
the sixteenth-century Mughal.

In 1904 in New York City, the Durbar of Delhi became an eighteen-
minute sawdust show under Barnum & Bailey’s three-ring big top.* In a
lavish scene of elephants and camels caparisoned in gold and silk, Euro-
american actors depicted South Asians and the English. A program sou-
venir described the Durbar with jumbled, discrete orientalist references:
“C'TTJhere is a troop of native soldiers riding upon lofty, swaying camels and
preceded by the mystic priests of Buddha, leading the sacred zebus and the
sacrificial cattle; there is a prince of Siam with his retinue of warriors and
shapely oriental dancing girls. . . . There is a brief halt while the Poten-
tates of the Indian kingdoms pay their tribute to the Imperial power. Then
once more the procession moves on; the royal elephants join the pageant
and the long line of splendour disappears through the parted curtains of
that unknown land of mystery where the artists prepare for the feats of the
arena.” " As hundreds of Indians bowed to British authority, the “Durbar
of Delhi” ballyhooed the colonialist stereotype that only a tiny minority
of British officials were needed to rule millions of Indians, even though an
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organized Indian nationalist movement was already in full swing after the
formation in 1885 of the Indian National Congress.""® Because Americans
received scant information about India from other contemporary media, the
circus’s ritualized, ceremonial images of the subcontinent were potentially
all the more potent.'”

India’s popularity as a circus subject underscores what T. J. Jackson Lears
has termed an “antimodern” response to modernity at the turn of the cen-
tury"® Proponents of the Arts and Crafts Movement (taking their cue from
William Morris and John Ruskin, who led the nineteenth-century English
craft revival movement) saw the resuscitation of artisan craft production as
a way to ameliorate class conflict.”® The circus’s sentimental depiction of
India as stagnant and yet spiritual reflected this intellectual trend. The cir-
cus idealized India as a closely knit agrarian and artisan society—a stark
contrast to the reality of contemporary labor struggle in mining towns and
urban centers across America. More generally, the popularity of the Indian
Swami Vivekananda in America after he addressed the World Parliament
of Religions in 1893 at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago,*° the rise
of Theosophy, and the growing popularity of vegetarianism in the United
States all mirrored this “antimodern” American fascination with India.”*'

Despite its nostalgic representations of preindustrial India, the circus
still depicted overseas expansion as an essential component of a power-
ful, modern nation-state. Its exceptionalist messages reached an even wider
audience when it toured Canada and Europe. American specs abroad con-
tained the same sort of seamless, consensus-driven vision of current events
that shaped show programs at home. During the Boer War (1899-1902),
American officials and private investors favored the British (even though the
U.S. government officially declared neutrality). Euroamerican public opin-
ion, however, supported the Boers, whose independence movement rever-
berated with their own revolution against England.'®® During its 1901 sea-
son in the United States, Buffalo Bill's Wild West program highlighted its
“Rough Riders of the Transvaal. Representative Boers Fresh from the South
African War,” remarking that “the American is prone to sympathize ‘with
the underdog, especially if he is putting up a particularly good fight.”*** But
shortly before Buffalo Bill's Wild West toured England and the Continent
from 1902 to 1906, the show abandoned its popular Boer War spec. Perhaps
Cody wanted to avoid offending British spectators, or perhaps he simply
deemed the spec “old hat.” However, the Ringling Bros. showed similar tact
in Canada, a member of the British Commonwealth. A circus performer
named Wiser had played a Boer scout for show dates in the United States,
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but in Canada he became the “Australian boomerang thrower” in the open-
ing pageant. Al Conlon, who operated the show’s “picture machine” on the
grounds, reversed the film during Canadian show dates, thus “reversing”
the course of events therein: the Boers now “ran” from the British and “in
the end” were “totally annihilated.”'**

While touring England in 1898, Barnum & Bailey dramatized Britain’s
first Sudan Campaign (1884—85) against the Mahdi of Egypt’s Islamic na-
tionalist uprising (plate 8). Written by the English journalist Bennet Bur-
leigh, war correspondent for the Daily Telegraph (London), “The Mahdj; or,
For the Victorian Cross” was a tale of romantic colonial chivalry set on the
Sudanese frontier, even though the struggle was ongoing. Burleigh freely
acknowledged that “time, place and grouping” had “been slightly changed,
for the purposes of dramatic representations.” As a result, the Mahdi’s re-
volt became the basis for melodrama in which the young Sergeant McLean
sacrificed his own life to save British and American ladies.'?? At the circus,
the Sudanese rebellion became dramatic fodder for high adventure and ro-
mance, an undifferentiated “little war of empire” now drained of its original
revolutionary meaning and its current urgency in favor of jingoistic enter-
tainment.

Circus and Wild West scenes of triumphal empire building flourished in
a society that largely supported overseas expansion: the pro-imperialist
presidential candidate William McKinley, for one, handily defeated his anti-
imperialist opponent William Jennings Bryan in 1896 and 1900. Theodore
Roosevelt, an ardent expansionist, easily won the presidency in 1904, and
William Howard Taft, an architect of “dollar diplomacy,” beat Bryan in
1908. A wide range of ordinary Americans—from farmers and industrial
workers to urban businessmen—supported expansion, which particularly
in the wake of the devastating panics of 1873 and 1893 was seen as a neces-
sary antidote to overproduction and a failing economy."*®

But a small group of citizens rejected the new empire’s utopian prom-
ise. Discrete, dystopic groups of anti-imperialists argued that the dawning
of U.S. globalism signaled the nation’s constitutional and cultural demise.
Charles Towne, a former congressman from Michigan, gloomily forecast
the rapid decline of the United States within a year of the Spanish-American
War, “from the moral leadership of mankind into the common brigandage
of the robber nations of the world.”**” In the small town of Bonham, Texas,
the editor of the Bonham News posed his readers a set of somber rhetorical
questions in an endorsement of the anti-imperialist Democratic candidate,
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William Jennings Bryan in the presidential election of 1900: “Do you favor
Imperialism, Trusts, Militarism, War taxes, Foreign Alliances, subsidies to
favorites, and extravagant expenditures? Do you think the time has come
for Americans to put aside the Constitution and the teachings of the Dec-
laration of Independence? If not, Tuesday, November 6 is the time to show
your disapproval.”'*®

Within a year after it was founded in 1898, the Boston-based Anti-
Imperialist League claimed 70,000 members, the highest number in its his-
tory.*® Although virtually all anti-imperialists supported participation by
the United States in the global economy, they were mightily concerned with
the boundaries of its expansion. As Richard Drinnon writes, “[Expansion ]
was about whether the U.S. empire should be hemispheric or global, and
secondarily about the nature of the Constitution: did that document follow
the flag?”**® Still, anti-imperialist ideology was often contradictory. While
some anti-imperialists, including Mark Twain, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Jane
Addams, disavowed the establishment of a formal empire on humanitarian
antiracist and constitutional grounds, others like Senator “Pitchfork”™ Ben
Tillman of South Carolina, a vice-president of the Anti-Imperialist League,
maintained that imperialism would inevitably “mongrelize” American racial
identity.”" Accordingly, anti-imperialist debates were interconnected with
the explosive racial tensions of the period. White supremacists expressed
their outrage when President Theodore Roosevelt in 1901 invited the black
leader Booker T. Washington to the White House.””® In some respects,
Roosevelt’s position as a vigorous expansionist and advocate of domestic
civil rights (a position similar to that of his friend William F. Cody) might
seem paradoxical, but like other politicians and showmen of the Progres-
sive Era, Roosevelt was a paternalistic believer in the “white man’s burden.”
He asserted that people of color throughout the world could become “civi-
lized” through “proper” education and “moral uplift,” of the sort provided by
Washington’s Tuskegee program of “Thrift, Patience, and Industrial Train-
ing for the masses.”'*

Anti-imperialist white supremacists dreaded the specter of racial amal-
gamation. After the United States ratified the Treaty of Paris, which sanc-
tioned its annexation of the Philippines, the U.S. Senate passed the Mc-
Enery Resolution, which stipulated that the Filipinos would never become
U.S. citizens. However, many anti-imperialists argued that inevitably, people
of color from “America’s possessions” would become U.S. citizens—just as
African Americans had done so as a result of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth,
and Fifteenth Amendments. Linking the racial identity of African Ameri-
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cans to that of so-called mongrel people of color throughout the world,
the editor of the Jackson (Miss.) Clarion-Ledger announced that only racial
segregation—at home and abroad—would preserve the social order: “The
surest step to joint degradation and deterioration is amalgamation.”*** In
the immediate aftermath of the Spanish-American War, the New Orleans
Daily Picayune warned its readers: “The American people must understand
that the acquisition of Cuba, Porto Rico and the Philippine Islands will bring
in not less than a dozen million peoples of alien races utterly unfit to under-
stand, much less to appreciate, the constitutional government and free in-
stitutions of this Republic, and, therefore, to admit such peoples to citizen-
ship and a participation in its public affairs would be a most pernicious and
ruinous policy.” ** Senator Donelson Caffrey of Louisiana went even further:
“The 12,000,000 negroes in this country should be deported to the Phil-
ippines and never be allowed to set foot in this country again. If the South
could be rid of the negro problem it would prosper beyond the dreams of
man.” '*

In this social context, it would seem that the presence of Cuban “brown-
skinned American revolutionaries” and of Filipino, Hawaiian, and black
Rough Riders would unsettle certain Euroamerican audiences. Those from
the southern United States, where racially based anti-imperialism was
fierce, might have found these exhibits particularly disturbing. “The Battle
of San Juan Hill,” for one, freely displayed armed African Americans and
Native Americans fighting for the independence of another people of
color.**’

Furthermore, armed African American cavalry drills at the Wild West
sharply contradicted contemporary depictions of black soldiers by the main-
stream American press. Newspapers frequently carried lurid stories about
drunk, lazy, volatile, violent black troops (one described a soldier who was
“drunk and threateningly displayed his revolver into a crowd”). The Daily
Picayune wrote: “The negro troops in Cuba are proving a disgrace to the
United States, and a serious menace to the lives, property and public order
of the Cubans themselves. . .. Murder, robbery and rape are said to be a com-
mon business with them, and the people seem to have no redress.” Another
headline claimed: “Negro Regiment from Virginia Has Proved a Failure.”'*®
Military officials took special notice of African American soldiers who de-
serted in the Philippines, drawn to the Filipinos’ calls for a united move-
ment of people of color against white supremacy. General Frederick Fun-
ston, who supervised the capture of the nationalist leader Emilio Aguinaldo,
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put a bounty on the black deserter David Fagen’s head and was greatly sat-
isfied to hear that the head had been delivered —in a wicker basket."*® Such
reportage undermined the decisive role that African Americans played in
winning the war in the Philippines, in particular that of the 24th Negro In-
fantry in capturing Aguinaldo in 1901. Black newspapers, however, noted
these achievements in exacting detail."*°

Still, southern newspapers made no connection between multiracial cir-
cus acts, armed people of color, and anti-imperialist racial ideologies. In
fact, articles praising circus scenes of multiracial athletic wizardry existed
alongside the above-mentioned diatribes against the supposed “intracta-
bility” of African American soldiers in Cuba and Filipinos’ “inability” to be-
come “civilized.” What accounts for this disjuncture? What made the circus
and Wild West a seemingly safe social space for exhibiting anti-imperialists’
worst fears concerning racial amalgamation and claims to citizenship? This
absence of protest is especially striking because the circus and Wild West
were traveling communities whose nomadic multiracial members lived and
performed in close proximity to one another. Given these logistical reali-
ties of a traveling outfit, certain audiences might have been even more likely
to read pro-imperialist exhibits of U.S. expansionism as socially ominous.
But they did not make such explicit connections. For that matter, African
American newspapers did not comment on these displays either.*!

Perhaps the fanfare of the racial Other at the freak show helped offset
the subversive implications of the pro-imperialist displays. The range of

» <«

professional African and Asian “savages,” “missing links,” and legless, arm-
less, conjoined, and hirsute people of color collectively reified racial distinc-
tions through bodily exhibition, similar to the evolutionary juxtaposition of
humans and animals at the “Ethnological Congress of Strange and Savage
Tribes.”*** Perhaps the performance of racial “savagery” helped diminish
the potentially transgressive claims to equality found in other parts of the
exhibition. To some audiences, the players might have served as examples
of inassimilable racial difference, living proof of the prevailing “wisdom” of
racial segregation. The literary scholar Amy Kaplan points out that Roose-
velt himself diffused the disturbing implications of his multiracial Rough
Riders by rewriting the course of the battle shortly after it took place: in
several accounts, he minimized African American accomplishments, instead
characterizing black soldiers as comical, lazy, shiftless, freakish, and im-
potent without white commanders—despite the critical role that African
Americans actually played in storming Kettle Hill.**®
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Burlesque also may have played a role in diminishing these potentially
jarring displays. As much as circuses and Wild West proprietors earnestly
took pride in their shows’ verisimilitude, they also poked fun at interna-
tional affairs. As Emilio Aguinaldo triumphantly returned from exile to his
native Philippines on the U.S. gunboat Mc¢Culloch to draft a new constitu-
tion fashioned along American lines, the Ringling Bros. circus menagerie
displayed its big Philippine boa constrictor named “Emilio Aguinaldo.” In
September 1898 Aguinaldo supposedly swallowed himself.** During the
Russo-Japanese War (1904—5), Barnum & Bailey press releases hinted that
the sideshow’s conjoined “Corean Twins” might have to be separated so that
they could serve in the Japanese military.*® The circus’s constant subver-
sion of bodily boundaries perhaps helped lessen its claims of realism among
its racist anti-imperialist audiences.

Yet as other parts of this book have suggested, Circus Day and “Buf-
falo Bill Day” were sites of real racial and ethnic anxiety. One can turn to
the behavior of the enormous multiethnic crowds—sometimes more than
20,000 milled around the show grounds—as another barometer of the ways
in which this amusement served to “instruct the minds of all classes.”*¢
Circus workers observed countless examples of racial violence on Circus
Day. For example, on October 25, 1890, in Navasota, Texas, a white man
named James Whitfield shot and killed an African American man at the
Sells Brothers’ sideshow door after supposedly being insulted by him."*
After a white man and a black man scuffled at the circus grounds at Falls
City, Nebraska, in 1898, the Adam Forepaugh & Sells Brothers route book
reported that “there was talk of lynching the negro.”** Despite its fleet-
ing presence, the circus and Wild West provided a moment of commu-
nity articulation, bringing dystopian racial anxieties into sharp relief just as
much as it highlighted unifying national narratives of modernization, global
power, and prosperity.

With U.S. participation in World War I looming in 1916, the circus and
Wild West plugged the readiness of U.S. troops.”® In 1916 Buffalo Bill and
Miller Brothers 101 Ranch Wild West Combined produced a new military
pageant, “Preparedness,” designed not only to entertain with its colorful
pageantry and athleticism, “but also to arouse public interest in the enlarge-
ment of the army and in ‘Preparedness’ for defense in case of possible at-
tack.”° On the eve of U.S. entry into the war, the War Department granted
furloughs to scores of soldiers to allow them to participate in “Prepared-
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ness.” The soldiers demonstrated the dangers of trench warfare and the
work of the scout and sharpshooter in an effort to arouse public support for
the war effort. Circus posters during the war exhorted Americans to buy
Liberty Bonds, and the aerialist Bird Millman personally sold war bonds to
fellow workers and audience members; other circus members sewed socks
for soldiers and volunteered for the Red Cross.””" Working with the federal
government, the circus and Wild West actively supported the war.

Yet circus spectacles of World War I were limited to military exercises
before the advent of actual American fighting. In the context of contempo-
rary anti-German hysteria, xenophobia, and bloodshed, battles from World
War [—unlike those of the Spanish-American War—were never recreated
at the circus and Wild West. In contrast to Barnum & Bailey’s enthusiastic
reenactment of the Portsmouth Treaty of 1905, no showmen chronicled the
establishment of the League of Nations, because an increasingly enfeebled
President Wilson failed to gain Senate ratification for U.S. membership.

The age of the great circus and Wild West foreign affairs spectacle, then,
ended with World War I. Although the victory of the United States marked
the start of its clear-cut economic (and later military) domination on the
world stage, this same period was also marked by extraordinary global un-
rest. Amid the Bolshevik Revolution and its aftermath, a devastating influ-
enza epidemic, massive strikes, the Palmer Raids, and heated debates about
isolationism versus internationalism, circus owners avoided controversy by
choosing fictive, erotic, ahistorical pageants set in the Middle East, Africa,
and Asia, devoid of any references to the concurrent demise of the Ottoman
empire. The geographic interchangeability of such orientalist programs was
constant: in 1919 Al G. Barnes’s circus performed “Alice in Jungleland”;
Hagenbeck-Wallace produced “A Night in Persia” in 1923, which resurfaced
as “Geisha” in 1928-29 and finally as “An Oriental Fantasy” in 1935. These
circus pageants contained lecherous “oriental” despots, scores of “oriental
dancing girls,” and military stunts on elephants and camels. Furthermore,
with the growing popularity of movies and radio (media that also chronicled
up-to-date foreign affairs), circus proprietors no longer emphasized their
specs’ verisimilitude as a way to draw the crowds. However, the ideologi-
cal thrust of the turn-of-the-century circus and Wild West spec—char-
acterized by a triumphant, Disneylike emphasis on America’s moral and
economic stewardship—remained a critical component of the nation’s for-
eign relations “mission” during the rest of what Henry Luce later termed
the “American Century.” According to William Appleman Williams, this
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ideology manifested itself as “a firm conviction, even dogmatic belief, that
America’s domestic well-being depends upon such sustained, ever increas-

ing overseas economic expansion.” '

After World War I, live circus exhibitions of the racial Other and the poli-
tics of performer procurement became increasingly problematic for U.S.
officials. The French Congolese “Ubangi” women had been a great hit with
the American public when they toured with Ringling Bros. and Barnum &
Bailey in 1930. Yet in 1954 the social climate had changed when McCor-
mick Steele, the Ringling Bros.” “foreign rarities scout,” tried to bring the
Ubangis back to the United States during the Cold War. The French colo-
nial government refused to issue passports to the Ubangis, because the
French had banned all native practices of bodily disfigurement—in line
with colonial attempts to reconfigure and reform the “native” body along
western lines. Furthermore, the vice consul at the American embassy would
not help Steele procure the Ubangis because of “possible racial antagonism
in US.A7%

Here, the circus provides a fascinating perspective into the racial poli-
tics of the Cold War: amid the growing civil rights movement in the United
States and rising nationalist movements in newly decolonized Third World
nations, the U.S. government was highly sensitive to Soviet propaganda
in developing countries, which asserted that capitalism caused American
racism. Consequently, the decision of U.S. officials to support the French
ban complemented larger U.S. foreign policy objectives.** In the age of
anticolonialist movements and the Cold War, circus displays of the Other
had become politically hazardous. But this is not to say that racially exoti-
cized circus images disappeared. Rather, they endured in other ways. As a
potent location for the roots of American global popular culture, the human
and animal Others of the fin-de-siécle railroad circus continued to shape
America’s vision of the world through the interconnected realm of popular
culture and politics.

226 CInstruct the Minds of All Classes ]



LEGAGIES

LAS VEGAS
BRIDGES OF
SON COUNTY

At the turn of the century, the gigantic railroad circus descended upon a
community, shut it down, and then moved on. Yet the impact of the cir-
cus was far from ephemeral. As a powerful agent of global representation
in an age before electronic media, the railroad circus collapsed the world
under canvas—right at home—for urban and rural consumers across the
United States. As a corporation on wheels, the circus’s labor performances
of the new industrial order, its variegated exhibitions of human and animal
relationships, and its spectacles of America’s growing power in world af-
fairs heralded the arrival of a new modern age, framed around an unsettling
matrix of bodily celebration and prudery, social conformity and marginality,
Jingoism and internationalism, racial hierarchy and racial fascination.

The world of the railroad circus suggests, however, that the nation’s
departure from the Victorian era was hardly wholesale. Rather, the cir-
cus articulated the tensions of a culture at the crossroads of Victorian and
modern. The circus’s rhetorical conventions and work rules (emphasizing

separate spheres, propriety, and racial hierarchy) embraced a nineteenth-



century Weltanschauung defined by binary opposites, while its performances
presented a playful, modernistic, stream-of-consciousness sensory flux in
which the distinction between men and women, and between people and
animals, became indeterminate." By “running away” with the circus’s sub-
terranean rovers, one could directly experience the world in the immediate
present, on the edges of society.” The circus’s simultaneous contradictory
impulses of nostalgic, normative representation and subversion of estab-
lished social hierarchies made it an appropriate emblem of an age of transi-
tion.

The gargantuan railroad circus helped catapult a “nation of loosely con-
nected islands” into a modern nation-state with an increasingly shared na-
tional culture.’ Blanketing its far-flung markets months in advance of its
coming, the circus abetted the rise of modern advertising with its totaliz-
ing tactics: thousands of colorful posters featuring lithe bodies beckoned
audiences with images of eroticism and danger, while press releases person-
alized the upcoming show with tantalizing stories (& la True Story) about the
lives and loves of various human and animal stars. The invasive railroad cir-
cus gave its scattered consumers a shared knowledge base about the world
—creating a palimpsest for subsequent American media representations
of the globe. The circus’s itinerancy and its three-ring scramble of time,
space, and habitat imbued it with a kind of frenetic placelessness that pre-
pared its audiences for the ascendancy of disembodied modern media tech-
nologies: Hollywood movies, radio, television, and the internet. In effect,
the pervasive railroad circus—and its animal-bedecked trains, flipping cars,
aerial bicycles, glowing electric generators, costly spectacles, and exotic
performers—helped hasten the nation’s move toward a mass consumer cul-
ture. Its constant action in three rings, two stages, and an outer hippo-
drome track made for a whoozy, “too big to see at once” sensory experience
that prompted customers to spend their money to see it again and again.
Despite the country’s demographic shift from rural to urban, provincial
residents participated fully in the making of this modern mass culture—as
their wholesale and often raucous participation in Circus Day has shown
throughout this book.

Circus Day was a major community celebration at the beginning of the
twentieth century. But in the 1920s, its physical presence began to dimin-
ish. The morning street parade—a highly visible, ritualistic encounter be-
tween the circus and a community—disappeared at the big railroad out-
fits. The ethnological congress and up-to-date spectacles of recent foreign
events also vanished.* Despite the continued popularity of individual stars
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like Lillian Leitzel, Alfredo Codona, and Bird Millman, the totalizing physi-
cal presence of the circus was fading. Towns no longer shut down in its
midst. By the 1930s audience numbers were also in decline. Urban develop-
ment and the rise of the suburbs pushed the show grounds away from the
vicinity of the rail yards, making it difficult for the huge railroad shows to
navigate efficiently.® But more significantly, the circus no longer had a mo-
nopoly on novelty or current events. Movies, radio, and (from the late 1940s)
television provided audiences with compelling and immediate images that
displaced the circus as an important source of information about the world.’
In 1938 the nonagenarian circus trouper W. E. “Doc” Van Alstine remarked,
“But the kids of today ain’t so wide-eyed and amazed at what they see at
a circus as they was a quarter of a century ago. So many marvelous things
goes on all the time in this day and age that kids probably expect more
from a circus now than it’s humanly possible to give.”” In 1956 just thirteen
circuses existed in America—down from ninety-eight in 1903.°

The rise of industrial unionism during the New Deal also modified the
circus. Harmonious scenes of burly, singing African American roustabouts
setting up the big top in Disney’s film Dumbo (1941) belied the heated labor
disputes of the period. After workingmen and performers in 1937 joined
the American Federation of Actors (an affiliate of the American Federa-
tion of Labor), the threat of strikes was common, especially after work-
ers walked off the job in Scranton, Pennsylvania, in 1938 owing to John
Ringling North’s decision to cut wages by 25 percent. (In Janesville, Wis-
consin, managers broke sympathy picket lines with elephants.)’ No longer
able to depend on an unorganized (and consequently cheap) roustabout
labor pool, showmen further scaled back their lavish, labor-intensive opera-
tions. After experiencing a bruising (yet unsuccessful) organizational drive
led by Jimmy Hoffa and the Teamsters Union in 1955 and 1956, John Ring-
ling North cut his workforce drastically in July 1956 when he abandoned the
canvas tent (a fixture of the traveling circus since 1825) in favor of indoor
arenas and stadiums: 900 people lost their jobs in the process, and the outfit
temporarily traveled by truck until 1960, when it returned to the railroad.”

After North’s shutdown, Life magazine mourned the disappearance of
what had now become an emblem of an older, simpler way of life: “But to
Americans the circus means the Big Top—the predawn arrivals, the pound-
ing elephants, the sweet and acrid smells, the tanbark, the jungle of nets,
poles and moorings under the canvas. All this was no more. Amid the pro-
found sadness and great memories the tent circus made its doleful journey
to oblivion.”" Ironically, just fifty years before, the gigantic railroad tent
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show had been a manifestation of modernization; its physical flowering into
a transcontinental behemoth was dependent upon the nation’s development
into a mature industrial society. But by 1956 the rambling railroad tent show
no longer had a home. Against a backdrop of television’s facsimile verisimili-
tude and the sprawling Cold War suburban landscape, railroad tent show-
men found it increasingly difficult to find performance sites or audiences
willing to leave the predictable comforts of home for Circus Day’s volatile
community offerings. In 1959 the circus of old was memorialized as history
with the establishment of the State of Wisconsin Historical Society’s Cir-
cus World Museum in Baraboo—home to the Ringling Bros. circus from
1884 until 1918. Today, periodic newspaper articles still bemoan the circus’s
transformation into historical artifact. “Remember when the circus wasn’t
history?” asked Ron Seely in July 2001 while reporting the route of Circus
World Museum’s Great Circus Train as it rumbled to Milwaukee for the
city’s annual Great Circus Parade.”

Although the contemporary cultural landscape of the United States is
nearly circus free, the fin-de-siecle railroad circus lives on in other ways.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the railroad circus beckoned its
audiences to explore the exotic through an act of consumption. This im-
pulse lives on at Sea World, Walt Disney World, shopping malls, and count-
less ethnic restaurants across America.”” The circus’s imperative to discover
the world through consumerism has also been reincarnated at Las Vegas.
Amid the city’s constant slot-machine clatter (comparable to the shell games
on the old circus midway) one can shop at Chinatown Plaza, sit next to an
opulent Roman fountain at Caesars Palace, visit the Luxor, a sleek, black
pyramid hotel outlined in neon (with a giant Sphinx included), watch a fake
sun course through a lurid velvet-blue-and-crimson sky in forty-five min-
utes flat at the Forum Shops, or stroll on the streets of “New York—New
York,” a cluster of hotels replicating the New York skyline.

Las Vegas also possesses modern counterparts to the “human menagerie”
of old. Its “show girls” echo the circus ballet girl: wearing brief, sparkling
g-strings and bikini tops, towering feathery headdress, and thick makeup,
these mostly white women play a sexually charged Other as an iconic part of
the Las Vegas family entertainment scene. “Wild” white tigers perform with
Siegfried and Roy at the Mirage Hotel, where one can also encounter an
educational “Dolphin Habitat and the Secret Garden of Siegfried and Roy,”
which—just like the circus—compresses the natural world into a knowable
commodity, consumed “at a glance”: “83 white tigers. 7 white lions. A 3-ton
elephant. And you . .. Face to face in an exotic jungle setting” —according
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to one advertisement." The exhibition has a direct link to the circus busi-
ness as well: the show is produced by Kenneth Feld, owner of the Ringling
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus. The disembodied ethnological products
at Las Vegas are complemented by the permanent presence of an actual
circus (albeit one that is animal free), Cirque du Soleil, and twenty-four-
hour circus acts at the loud, pink-and-white candy-striped, child-beckoning
hotel, Circus Circus. In an age when disability rights activists have stopped
most sideshows, Robert Wadlow, the “world’s tallest man,” and a pantheon
of wax replica freaks from the past glisten silently at Ripley’s Believe It Or
Not! museum.” In Las Vegas, one can also purchase physical thrills remi-
niscent of dangerous big-top acts: bungee jumping, sky diving, or floating
aloft at Flyaway Indoor Skydiving.

The contradictory circus image of the respectable “lady dainty” has also
endured in American popular culture. Inside the ring, the circus has re-
mained a free space for strong women. In 1947 a new curriculum on circus
training helped ease Florida State University, previously a women'’s col-
lege, into its new position as a coeducational institution. According to Life
magazine, “to speed transition . . . the administrators began searching for
an activity in which both men and women could participate. The unusual,
star-spangled circus course was the answer.”'® The circus, however, still
offers multiple readings of women’s position in public life. At most early-
twenty-first-century shows, female performers dress in bright, sparkling
thong leotards with loads of décolleté. Women commonly work as assistants
for male big-top players—a job which calls for little beside wearing scant
costuming, swaying suggestively to a synthesized bass beat, and tossing out
balls or rings to the principal player. In 1995 Mattel captured the circus’s
normative impulses when it unveiled its new Circus Star Barbie. Wearing
spangled micro garb, the doll was anorectic, big-haired, and buxom, bearing
little resemblance to the muscular female circus athlete. The well-known
toy store I.A.O. Schwarz created a huge display of Barbie-related circus
scenes: Barbie walked the tightrope, “sawed Ken in half,” and threw knives
at Ken, who was strapped to a rotating wheel. Revealing the circus’s sub-
versive potential, the Barbie scenes drew immediate criticism. A Mattel ex-
ecutive rushed to justify the company’s marketing strategy: “People have
been shot out of cannons and survived —it’s not as if she has a gun to Ken’s
head. It's part of a play pattern—the circus is a spectacular dream world
beyond our normal lives. It shouldn’t be taken as ‘Barbie’ throwing knives
at ‘Ken’—it’s all just part of the circus act.”"

This sort of bodily reconfiguration—the strong circus athlete trans-
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formed into the “lady dainty” —is also alive and well in the world of women’s
sport, in media images of the popular petite gymnasts Olga Korbut and
Mary Lou Retton, and the figure skaters Nancy Kerrigan and Tara Lipinski.
The titillating female athlete (Katarina Witt and Anna Kournikova come to
mind) is also ubiquitous, garnering lucrative magazine spreads and product
endorsements, while unabashedly strong and hefty sportswomen such as
the Olympic weightlifting bronze medalist Cheryl Hayworth remain mar-
ginal to the profitable world of endorsements. The same has held true for
openly bisexual or lesbian athletes like Billie Jean King and Martina Navra-
tilova, and for women of color such as Jackie Joyner-Kersee."

Turn-of-the-century circus constructions of the exotic Other also con-
tinue to shape American popular representations of the world, transforming
tropical zone cultures into colorful, “natural” primordial sites of eroticism,
danger, and modernistic self-discovery. In the 1990s Robert James Waller’s
best-selling romance novels capitalized on these themes. In The Bridges of
Madison County (1992), the protagonist, Robert Kincaid, is a photographer
for National Geographic who has been sexually seasoned through worldly
encounters with the “silk merchant’s daughters and their knowing ways.”
In Slow Waltz in Cedar Bend (1993), Michael Tillman remembers sexual re-
lationships with “the women in Bangkok with their long hair and compliant
ways.” Tillman’s lover, Jellie Braden, runs off to India, which reminds her of
“jasmine on Bengali night winds, dark hands across her breasts and along
the curve of her back. . ” Tillman follows her and meets a tiger in the Indian
wilderness. “Michael began to take pleasure in just staring back at the tiger,
in the simple purity of contemplating its existence, in knowing not every-
thing wild and strong had been snuffed out by condos and shopping malls.”*®
The couple’s passion is anchored through their mutual contact with “primi-
tive” India. Waller represents South Asia as an alluring, mysterious place
for masculine renewal by using nostalgic racial and gendered discourses
about dangerous, virile animals, alluring “oriental” women, sexually potent
men of color, and “timeless” civilizations that circulated across the nation
at the turn-of-the-century circus.

The fin-de-siécle circus helped shape the ways that the American news
media represent the world, transforming developing nations into a bizarre
ethnological congress of humans and animals. In 1990 the Wisconsin State
Journal reported, “An Iranian hunter was shot to death Monday near Teh-
ran by a snake that coiled itself around his shotgun as he pinned the reptile
to the ground.”*° A year later the newspaper noted, “Armed with cats, traps
and poisons, Bangladesh on Wednesday launched a two-week extermina-
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tion campaign against rats, branding them public enemy No. 1.”#' In late
May 2001, newspapers in the United States and media throughout the world
were smitten by news that a mysterious, four-foot-tall, steel-clawed “Mon-
key Man” was terrorizing impoverished residents of New Delhi. Reportedly,
the creature had caused three deaths from falls as people scrambled to es-
cape. The Los Angeles Times noted, “And Monkey Man isn’t even the latest
of mythological creatures to crop up. In northeast India, Bear Man has ap-
peared, with more than a dozen people claiming they’ve been attacked. Like
they need to make up problems?”** On May 23, 2001, the Monkey Man was
the subject of David Letterman’s nightly “Top Ten List”: “Top Ten Signs
Your Neighbor Is the Monkey Man.”** Few American media outlets thor-
oughly cover culture or politics in the developing world; instead, disjointed
snippets consistently represent these nations as a sideshow. Modern depic-
tions of the developing world are filled with Darwinian images of teeming
populations controlled only through natural selection—typically a hurri-
cane, mudslide, earthquake, or bus wreck. News blurbs detail thousands of
anonymous deaths.

A handful of actual sideshows still perform, including the Bros. Grim
troupe at the Great Circus Parade show grounds in July 2000 in Milwau-
kee, but apart from the circus.** The Bearded Lady, Fannie Bryson (“The
Personality Fat Girl”), and two contemporary sideshow icons, Thenigma (a
nearly all-blue tattooed sword swallower) and the fire-eater Tim Cridland
(also know as “Zamora the Torture King”), travel nationwide. In contrast to
the middle-class Victorian sideshow fan whose family photo album in the
parlor likely contained postcards of his or her favorite freaks, the typical
sideshow lover is now part of a youthful, hard-rock subculture?®* But the
sideshow is still deeply embedded in mainstream popular culture. Several
scholars rightly implicate the daytime talk shows of Jerry Springer, Ricki
Lake, Montel Williams, and Jenny Jones as critical sites of abnormality,
sexual spectacle, and personal disclosure.?® The spectacular exhibition of
unusual bodies is omnipresent in professional sport, with seven-foot-plus
basketball centers, hulking, too-huge football tackles, and oversized wres-
tling stars, like the late André the Giant. Medical spectacles of cutting-
edge technologies, such as “The World’s Most Shocking Medical Videos”
on Fox TV, entertain, educate, bedazzle, and celebrate the superiority of
technology to heal and normalize; its episodes have featured “T'wo-Headed
Chang” (“conceived as a twin, he grew up a horror”), conjoined twins from
Russia, parasitic twins from Yunnan Province in China, a human ear that

grew attached to a genetically engineered mouse, and the story of Beck
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Weathers, a survivor of a disastrous Mount Everest expedition in 1996,
whose irreparably frostbitten nose was restored when surgeons attached
it to his forehead and then back to its proper place. Weathers made sense
of his temporary bodily displacement by turning to the circus sideshow: “I
pretty much looked like Jo Jo the Dog-Faced Boy [a sideshow staple in the

727 “Guinness World Records Prime Time,” also

late nineteenth century’].
on Fox, showcases dangerous interactions between people and animals and
acts of extreme self-flagellation. The show recalls Poline the Hindoo Fakir’s
weight-lifting feats with his eyelids in 1906, and assorted glass-eaters and
rubber men, as it features people like Lotan Baba “the rolling saint,” a South
Asian sadhu who stood chained for seven years and then rolled ten miles a
day across the subcontinent for eight months, covering 2,485 miles in all.*®
In book form, Guinness World Records is a veritable sideshow of superlative
human difference: fattest dog, longest nails, smartest, youngest professor,
tallest, smallest twins, longest beard . . . and on and on. Unlike the sideshow
of old, however, Guinness enables the audience to gaze at these amazing
bodies from a distance, outside the ostensible realm of indignity.

In addition to these potent, symbolic linkages to the giant railroad show
of old, circuses still tour the nation—albeit on a far smaller scale than in
1900. None of the circuses have a regular sideshow, and the presence of ani-
mal performers has dropped sharply in an age of vigorous animal-rights
activism. In 1999 there were twelve animal-free circuses in the United
States alone.?® The small, intimate, one-ring tent show that dominated the
antebellum era is booming today. Cirque du Soleil, the Big Apple Circus,
and the recent Barnum’s Kaleidoscape (a Kenneth Feld production, now de-
funct) have capitalized on the purchasing power of new upscale audiences —
wealthy, middle-aged suburbanites who prospered in the bull market of the
1990s. Aside from the physical intimacy of these new productions, another
feature connects them to the antebellum circus: adults, not children, are
their primary audience. Individualized performances of bodily prowess (free
from the distracting clutter of three rings and two stages of constant ac-
tivity) have proven to be extremely popular with these well-to-do spec-
tators, who also enjoy the plush appointments, cappuccino, fajitas, bottled
water, and fancy salads. Kitschy circus staples—cotton candy, pink lemon-
ade, and peanuts—are in short supply.*® Cirque du Soleil, created in 1984
and based in Montreal, now charges over $50 per ticket (on average), sells
out 93 percent of the time, and generates annual revenues of over $119 mil-
lion and annual profits ranging from 15 to 20 percent.” Clearly, one-ring
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shows like this do not aspire to “instruct the minds of all classes” like the
railroad circus of old.*

Today, people continue to “run away” with the circus for potential eco-
nomic gain just as they did at the last turn of the century. In the mid-1990s
the Career Resource Center at Paul Robeson High School in inner-city
Chicago posted advertisements for Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey’s
“Clown College” (now defunct), offering poor African American kids poten-
tial financial mobility: “For the career of a lifetime —look into it!!! There is a
tuition free policy to remove any potential financial barriers that might pre-
vent clown hopefuls from realizing their dreams.”*® In St. Paul, Minnesota,
a youth circus, Circus of the Star, has provided a creative place for kids of
diverse backgrounds since 1994. Basia Zaklika, a teenaged hoop spinner, ob-
served: “You can see how much we pull together and how much want to do
this.”** In the 1980s and 1990s the circus owner Wayne Franzen, a former
schoolteacher from Wisconsin, offered ex-convicts (one of whom had been
arrested forty-eight times) a new life with employment on his show.* In
1997 the television show “48 Hours” broadcast the story of Kanuk Nadji, a
talented in-line skater from the Bronx who made it big at the circus. Per-
forming in one of his numbers as an Egyptian dancer in drag, Nadji had a
lucrative first year with the show, earning $30,000—an enormous boon to
his family, even though some of the roles he was hired to play bore a strong
resemblance to the exoticized spectacles of racial difference found a century
ago.”®

People still join the circus for personal empowerment, just as marginal-
ized members of society “ran away” to the circus a hundred years ago. Sedric
Walker’s UniverSoul Big Top, founded in 1993, is an exclusively African
American circus designed as a traveling testament to black artistic achieve-
ment—a reclamation of agency in an entertainment that has historically
limited African Americans from positions of power. The Ringling Bros. and
Barnum & Bailey circus, for one, hired its first black ringmaster only in
1998 —the lyric tenor Jonathan Lee Iverson.’” In Melbourne, Australia, the
Women’s Circus, created in 1991, offers women of all ages and ranges of
physical ability a chance “to address issues that affect women.” One per-
former has written, “The Women’s Circus has enabled me to work with my
body in a safe environment. . . . Now when I perform, I feel joy more than I
feel fear and I feel proud rather than shameful.”** Pope John Paul II offers
a similar assessment of the circus: “[Circus performers are] at peace with
their own bodies and also with animals.”** Even Princess Stephanie Gri-
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maldi of Monaco, who hardly qualifies as disadvantaged, “ran away” from
relentless media scrutiny, her estranged father, and siblings to live on the
road with the Swiss Circus Knie in the spring of 2001. She and her three
children stayed in a trailer alongside that of her lover, Franco Knie, the
show’s co-owner and elephant trainer. Her father and siblings were report-
edly outraged, but circus people applauded the princess’s arrival. Kenneth
Feld remarked: “Look at what she’s been through. The tragedy, the press.
Circus people don’t judge.”*°

The shared experience of living on the margins of society as a circus
performer still elicits a kind of cosmopolitan solidarity among former show
folk. Since 1936 Gibsonton, Florida, has functioned as a home for side-
show performers. Living mostly in mobile homes, retired players such as
Melvin Burkhart, “the human blockhead” (who died in November 2001),
and Monica Barris, a cooch stripper formerly known as “the flame of New
Orleans,” would gather each day to talk about their health and the old days
with the sideshow. Jeannie Tomaini, who performed as “the world’s only
living half-girl” (who passed away in August 2000), succinctly articulated
their enduring sense of community: “I guess you could say we were at-
tracted to each other, because we a sort of stick together.”* In nearby Sara-
sota, circus artists still gather at Showfolks Club, a cafeteria-style dining
hall adjacent to a small, dark bar crammed with hundreds of framed, auto-
graphed glossies of mostly obscure entertainers. During a research trip
to the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art in 1995, I ate a dinner
of pickled beef, schnitzel, and cheesecake at Showfolks, prepared by Jenny
Wallenda, of “Flying Wallendas” fame. There I met dozens of performers,
past and present, who represented an extraordinary scale of human diver-
sity. People spoke frankly about their years with the circus, the numbing—
but addictive—travel, and the tough working conditions (most impressively,
one elderly acrobat described the aerial feats she performed while seven
months pregnant and the corsetlike apparatus that hid her condition from
the audience). And the performers clearly regarded each other with an affec-
tion that was virtually familial.** For several decades now, countless people
have also landed at Circus World Museum in search of familial connections.
As a researcher on the grounds, I listened to scores of polite genealogical
queries from people looking to the circus to make sense of their own past.

What still attracts audiences to the circus, given that its educative power
and its ability to capitalize on novelty have been eclipsed by other media?
For one, the circus remains a live community experience. In June 1999 I
watched, dumbfounded, along with several thousand others, while a mem-
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ber of the Wuhan Flyers, wearing tall stilts, sprang from a teeterboard,
somersaulted several times, and then landed upright—stilts and all.** The
internet and countless “reality” television programs offer consumers a
privatized, in-home reality, divested of immediate consequences. Yet the
circus forces its audiences to face risk. Even the Great Circus Parade in
Milwaukee, cheerfully headed by Ernest Borgnine as its “grand clown mar-
shal,” unpredictably spills outside the realm of safe historical reenactment:
one year an eight-pony team pulling the Cinderella float wagon became
spooked and plowed into a media broadcast platform; another year, a team
of draught horses broke free, barreling into the sidelines, where no one was
seriously injured.** At the circus performers still occasionally fall, and ele-
phants and tigers sometimes get loose.** On October 11, 1994, “Good Morn-
ing America” declared that the most dangerous occupation in the United
States was not that of police officer or firefighter —instead it was that of
elephant trainer.** When the circus proprietor and animal trainer Wayne
Franzen was mauled to death by one of his tigers during a performance
in front of two hundred school children at Broad Top City, Pennsylvania,
on May 7, 1997, all the national television networks covered the story, and
all marveled at the circus’s dangers.*” The circus makes us take pause: to
acknowledge the powerful and occasionally perilous relationship between
people and animals. And in the end, the circus endures because it beckons
us to contend with our own fragility and potential.
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Baraboo, Wis.
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Preface

1. Said, Orientalism.

2. Pink lemonade is truly a circus original —so the story goes. According to the cir-
cus historians Fred Dahlinger and Stuart Thayer, a peanut and lemonade seller named
Pete Conklin was working with a Wisconsin-based outfit, the Mabie Brothers circus,
down in hot, dusty Texas in 1859. Conklin ran out of water one day, walked into one of
the dressing tents, and snatched a bucket of water from one of the performers who was
washing her red tights. He poured the pink water into his lemonade tub and quickly
created a new circus sensation: strawberry lemonade. Dahlinger Jr. and Thayer, Badger
State Showmen, 11.

3. Hemingway quoted in “Ring of Fire,” Edward Hoagland, review of The Circus Fire:
A True Story, by Stewart O’'Nan, in New York Times Book Review, July 2, 2000, 18.

4. The circus ring itself was originally designed for the horse. In the mid-eighteenth
century the Englishman Philip Astley built an arena forty-two feet in diameter, which
he estimated was the minimum size necessary to accommodate a horse with a person
dancing on its back. Diana Starr Cooper has noted that without the horse, for which the
ring was originally designed, there is no circus. The carnival —which is often confused
with the circus—has no ring. Evolving out of the midway at the late-nineteenth-century
circus and world’s fair, the carnival is itinerant and sometimes still has a freak show.
But unlike the circus, the carnival is almost solely composed of mechanical and animal
rides, games of chance, and concessions. The carnival, in essence, is a smaller, itinerant
version of an amusement park. See Truzzi, “The Decline of the American Circus,” 315;
Cooper, Night After Night, 1-2; Blackstone, Buckskins, Bullets, and Business, 38—39.

5. Other secondary works on the history of the circus include Carlyon, “Dan Rice’s
Aspirational Project”; Chindahl, 4 History of the Circus in America; Dahlinger, Trains of
the Circus, 1872—1956, Show Trains of the Twentieth Century; Dahlinger and Thayer, Badger
State Showmen; Mischler, “The Greatest Show on Earth”; Saxon, Enter Foot and Horse;
Speaight, 4 History of the Circus; Thayer, Traveling Showmen, Annals of the American Circus,
2 vols. For exacting coverage of circus topics see Bandwagon, a publication of the Circus
Historical Society. For a structuralistic rather than historical treatment, see Bouissac,
Circus and Culture. On P. T. Barnum see Adams, E Pluribus Barnum; Cook, The Arts of’
Deception; Harris, Humbug; Kunhardt, P. T. Barnum: America’s Greatest Showman; Saxon,
P. T. Barnum: The Legend and the Man; Slout, A4 Royal Coupling. Books on the freak show
include Bogdan, Freak Show; Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self; Thomson,
Freakery.

6. Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, 40, 73.

7. Ibid., 107.

Chapter 1
1. The show’s unobtrusive entry into Austin conformed to rules set forth by Ringling
Bros. management in the mid-1990s: the Ringling Bros. circus (like many others) no

longer publicizes its arrival time or its “animal walk” from the rail depot to the cir-
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Accidents: weather related, 7; and laborers,
69-70, 188; and trains, 154—56; and
performers, 160-61, 164-65, 237

Acts, big-top

—names of: iron jaw, 11, 74, 108-9; “Act
Beautiful,” 83, 103; statue acts, 83—84,
107; high school riding, 945 cannonball,
98; “L’Auto Bolide, “The Dip of Death,”
108—4, 164; “disrobing,” 109; “slide for
life,” 109, 167; perch, 165; reversed pyra-
mid building, 165; Marinelli bend, 167;
January Act, 171, 173; “Peter Jenkins
Act,” 178; teeterboard, 287

—types of: clown, 6, 11011, 172—74, 176—
78; juggling, 16, 197, 284 (n. 23); animal,
16-17, 9698, 101-8, 149-51, 153—54,
159-61, 175; trapeze, 21, 27, 108-9, 164,
168; bareback riding, 63-64, 67, 94,
99-100, 111, 115; aerial, 71, 94—95, 116;
shooting, 101; wire walking, 105, 168;
‘Wild West riding, 140; acrobatic, 142—
48, 16567, 197-98, 278 (n. 108), 284
(n. 23); bicycle, 164; contortionism, 167.
See also Animals; Clowns; Masculinity;
Race; Women

Adam Forepaugh & Sells Brothers circus,
11, 40, 108-9, 179, 200, 207, 210—11, 224

Adam Forepaugh circus, 2, 7, 40, 71, 93,
149, 158, 162, 175, 177, 195, 202, 205

Adams, Henry, 8

Adams, John, 17

Addams, Jane, 88, 221

Advance men/agents, 1, 43-46, 66—67

Advertising, 22, 42—46; and hiring per-
formers, 745 use of women in, 87, 99,
116; and circus performers as product
endorsers, 116, 138; of dangerous ani-

mals, 196; rise of modern practices of,
228

Africa: performers from, 133-36, 183, 186,
226; animal hunts in, 195-97

African Americans: violence toward,
10, 163, 2245 wages of, 70-71; as ani-
mal trainers, 71-72; as circus owners,
71-72; and clowning, 172-76; and play-
ing exotic Other, 188; in Wild West
Show, 209-10, 222-23; and Theodore
Roosevelt, 221; and participation in
Spanish-American War, 221-23; press
portrayals of, 222-23; as sideshow
musicians, 255 (n. 105); and circus
advertising in black newspapers, 292
(n. 141)

Aguinaldo, Emilio, 205, 222-24

Aguinaldo, Emilio (boa constrictor), 224

Akeley, Carl, 156, 197

Akimota, Okeo, 165

Alcohol: and temperance, 54, 57; and work
rules, 77; and worker resistance, 78

Al G. Barnes circus, 83, 102, 161, 225

Alger, Horatio, 52, 62

Allen, Robert, 28, 29, 85, 87

American Circus Corporation, 40, 111

American Federation of Labor (AFL), 79,
229, 262 (n. 22)

American Museum, 20, 53, 62, 97, 182,
199, 251 (n. 52), 276 (n. 52)

American Museum of Natural History,
197

American Revolution, 20, 202—-3

American Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), 152, 275
(n. 40), 276 (n. 52)

Amusement parks, 34, 89, 274 (n. 91)



Anderson, Sherwood, 2, 8, 143, 144, 215

“Anglo-Saxonism,” 215-16

Animal rights, contemporary, 1, 234, 240
(n. 1)

Animals: as human representations, xii,
27, 149-51; and sexuality, 96; and “mar-
riage,” 96, 156, 157; and males as stars,
148-49; and human evolution, 152; and
labor, 154; escape from circus, 15455,
162; and hunting, 155, 195-97; execu-
tion of, 161-63. See also Acts, big-top;
Masculinity; Women; names of specific
species

Animal trade, xiii, 18, 17; international,
194-97; and European imperialism,
195-97, 240 (n. 1), 275 (n. 40)

Animal training: by women, 101-3, 160—
61; kindness method of, 159; by men,
159-63

Animal welfare movement, 69, 150—54,
159, 275 (n. 40), 276 (n. 52), 277 (n. 75)

Anticircus sentiment, early-twentieth-
century, 188; and obscenity, 138—39;
and authorities, 272 (n. 221)

Anti-imperialism, 221-24

Anti-Imperialist League, 221

Arlington & Beckman’s Oklahoma Ranch
‘Wild West show, 127

Astley, Philip, 16

Athleticism. See Physical-culture move-
ment

Attendance: at circus, 3, 6-7, 229, 293
(n. 4)

Audience, circus: size of, 8, 5; as spectacle,
6-7, 28; interaction with performers,
27-28, 118-19, 127, 178, 184, 186; and
crime, 29-30; and fighting, 31-32, 174,
188-90, 224; seating of, 32; diversity of,
32, 84—35; African Americans in, 32—
34, 175; and racial segregation, 32-35,
188-84, 247, (nn. 82, 84), 271 (n. 199);
Chinese in, 34; Native Americans in,
84, 184, 247 (n. 85); and children, 34—
36, 140, 143, 190; in antebellum era, 35,
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86—87; and voyeurism, 127, 140-41, 272
(n. 222), 273 (n. 230)
Australian aborigines, 198-99

Baba, Lotan (“rolling saint”), 234

Bailey, James A, 11, 19, 21, 32, 40, 52, 77,
118-19, 122, 164, as self-made man, 54—
56; and treatment of employees, 55-56,
68, 70, 80

Bailey, Mollie, 26, 244 (n. 45)

Baker, Johnny, 57

Bakhtin, Mikhail, 28

Balanchine, George, 294 (n. 8)

Ballet girls: sleeping accommodations of,
64—65; work/conduct rules of, 105, 107;
hiring of, 111-12, 266 (n. 123); and racial
disguise, 112

Barber, Lottie (“Jolly Dolly Dimples”),
26—-27

Barnum, P. T, 10, 18, 20-21, 40, 42, 98,
120, 155-56, 162—-63, 180, 182, 197-99;
as “children’s friend,” 35; early life of,
53; finances of, 53, 251 (n. 53); as self-
made man, 53-54; and temperance/dry
workplace, 54, 77; in contrast to Bailey,
55; compared to Cody, 56; on ante-
bellum circus, 86; and purity reform,
189-40

Barnum & Bailey circus, 2, 3, 6, 11, 13,
29-24, 30-31, 3335, 37-38, 41, 43—
44, 4648, 60, 64, 66—67, 69-70, 78,
80-82, 84, 93—99, 102—4, 107-10, 113,
119-22, 124, 126, 130-38, 189, 149, 158,
16466, 171-78, 179, 183, 185, 189, 193,
195, 200—201, 208-9, 211, 216—18, 220;
physical growth of, 21; merger of, 21,
40, 254 (n. 97)

Barnum and London circus, 118-19

Barnum, Bailey and Hutchinson’s circus,
198

Barnum, Coup and Castello circus, 19-21

Barnum, Coup and Castello’s Great
Traveling World’s Fair, 20

Barnum’s Animals (crackers), 35
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Barnum’s Kaleidoscape, 234

Barnum’s Museum. See American Museum

Barris, Monica (“flame of New Orleans”),
236

Barron, Tom, 136

Bartman, Sara (“Hottentot Venus”), 135-36

Bearded ladies, 120, 122

Bederman, Gail, 144, 147, 273 (n. 6)

Bedini, Flora, 111

Beeson, Berta, 168

Beisel, Nicola, 140

Bel Geddes, Norman, 294 (n. 8)

Bellamy Edward, 8, 152

Bergh, Henry, 152, 275 (n. 40), 276 (n. 52)

Bergonier, Eugene, 135

Beveridge, Alfred, 153

“Bicycle craze,” 90-91

“Bicycle face,” 91

Big Apple Circus, 234

“Big Family,” 72-75; and jargon, 72-73;
and workers’ assets, 73—74

“Big Five” motion picture companies, 39

Big top, 5; and changes to circus, 21

Billposters, 43, 44, 63, 67, 72

Blakeley, Adeline, 13

“Blow off)” 8-5

Blue laws, 140

Boer War, 219

Bogdan, Robert, 118, 122

Boone & Crockett Club, 146, 158, 274
(n. 20)

Bouissac, Paul, 11, 170, 279 (n. 122)

Bowles, George, 70

Boxer Rebellion, 212-14

Britain: U.S. relations with, 215-16; and
abolition of slavery, 218; and Boer War,
219; circus tours in, 220

Brown, Joshuah Purdy, 16-17, 85, 172

Bryan, William Jennings, 220, 221

Bruce, Vera, 267 (n. 188)

Bump, Lavinia Warren. See Warren,
Lavinia

Buffalo Bill and Miller Brothers 101 Ranch
‘Wild West Combined, 224
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“Buffalo Bill Day,” 224

Buffalo Bill's Wild West show, 2, 30, 40,
78, 75—77, 79, 101, 122, 140, 154, 174,
184, 186, 193, 208—5, 209-10, 213, 224;
compared to circus, 11; development of,
21-22; and women, 58, 101, 264 (n. 80);
and European tours, 79, 194, 219-20,
258 (n. 173); and addition of Congress
of Rough Riders of the World, 206

Burkhart, Melvin (“human blockhead”),
236

Burleigh, Bennett, 220

Burlesque, 32, 34, 87, 108, 177

Butler, Judith, 27, 116, 267 (n. 134)

Butler, Roland, 111, 185

Caffrey, Donelson, 222

Cahn, Susan, 90

Calliope, 19

Camels and dromedaries, 3, 17, 197, 284
(n.7)
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