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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation focuses on freak show performers as inhabiting contested and actively 

performed identities during the historical lifespan of the popular American freak show. I 

locate various freak show performers not only within the industry and across different sites of 

human exhibition, but within a broad context of historically specific regimes of normalisation 

during a period spanning the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. In so doing I move 

beyond historian Robert Bogdan’s claim that ‘freaks’ were socially constructed and profitable 

acts, by placing freak show performers at the centre of their own histories as wilful agents 

engaged in the process of constructing contested and performed identities which responded to 

the particular regimes of normalisation they encountered. Economic incentives were just one 

among a range of factors that explain how performers in different periods, with varying 

degrees of autonomy, crafted stylised presentation narratives that engaged with dominant 

understandings of race, gender, sexuality, and disability. This thesis makes an original 

contribution to ‘freakery’ studies by tracing how performers’ agency as participants in freak 

show exhibitionary culture shifted in response to fundamental changes in American popular 

culture, the development of the outdoor amusement industry, shifting understandings of 

bodies as mechanical machines, and the medical pathologisation of bodies that depart from 

the normative and ideal. I expand upon Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s insights into how 

those with ‘extraordinary bodies’ across this broad period shifted from being understood as 

icons of wonder to pathologised bodies in need of medical treatment, to reveal that freak 

show performers were not passive during this process, even as their own industry changed 

and lost cultural appeal. The thesis draws widely on freak show promotional material (carte-

de-visites, cabinet cards, ‘Life Story’ pamphlets, sideshow circus posters and banners) for 

insights into performer strategies of self-representation, as well as competing, and often more 

restrictive discourses of bodily difference found in medical texts, physicians’ accounts of 

examining the bodies of certain performers, as well as eugenic studies of hereditary and 

‘abnormality’. Freak shows were by no means free from these more coercive narratives, but 

they did provide a performative space which performers could and did turn to their 

advantage.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Visionary Velocity Worldwide appears to be like any other twenty-first century corporate 

motivation business. The usual buzz-words are immediately apparent on their website: 

‘outcomes’, ‘vision’, ‘innovation’, ‘performance’, ‘overcoming perceived limitations’. It is 

the discourse of corporate, employee performance and profit-obsessed America.
1
 Yet the 

creator and face of the company, John Foppe, is a uniquely bodied individual in that he was 

born without arms and has learnt to accomplish everyday tasks solely with the use of his feet. 

His bodily ‘condition’ has become a central aspect of the motivational workshops and 

speeches he gives both throughout the globe and the United States. Performances involve 

demonstrating, to the amazement of the audience, his remarkable ability to do tasks common 

to able-bodied people, such as opening a can of soft drink, pouring it into a cup and then 

drinking it from the cup before placing it back on the table, with all the precision and ease of 

an ‘able-bodied’ person.
2
 As Foppe does this he lauds power of the human mind to solve 

problems and overcome limitations.
3
 Such a performance is reminiscent of ‘Armless Wonder’ 

exhibits in so-called freak shows during the nineteenth century and the first half of the 

twentieth, albeit within a very different context and framed by a distinct discourse of 

capitalist-driven motivational outcomes. 

                                                           
1
 Visionary Velocity Worldwide Website, http://www.johnfoppe.com/, accessed: December 5, 2017. 

2
 Among other sample videos from Foppe’s website, see John Foppe, ‘No Unsolvable Problems’, Sample Video, 

http://www.johnfoppe.com/video.htm, accessed: December 5, 2017.  
3
 Despite the abundance of motivational rhetoric in Foppe’s performances he is realistic about limitations, and, 

indeed, as a person without arms he rightly privileges his own personal experience in facing innumerable 

practical obstacles. In one sample video from a presentation he begins: ‘I am not some pie-in-the-sky 

motivational speaker who is going to come in here today and just tell you that everything’s possible if you just 

think positive enough. Believe me, if anybody knows about limitations – it’s a guy without arms.’ Instead, it is 

mental limitations that Foppe targets in his talks, particularly what he terms the ‘have trap’ – a ‘non-starter’ 

thought process that before one can do anything they first need to have something (time, money, training, etc), 

be someone, or to know something. John Foppe, ‘Limitations’, Sample Video, 

http://www.johnfoppe.com/video.htm, accessed: January 11, 2018. 

http://www.johnfoppe.com/
http://www.johnfoppe.com/video.htm
http://www.johnfoppe.com/video.htm
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Yet John Foppe is clearly ambivalent about perceived elements of sideshow spectacle in 

his demonstrations. In a section of the website entitled ‘John’s Wake Up Call’.
4
 He recalled 

how an interviewer had asked if he was exploiting his disability in order to make money, in a 

similar way to how people with disabilities had joined the circus years before. On another 

occasion a woman approached Foppe with an album filled with clippings relating to late-

nineteenth century performer Charles B. Tripp, the ‘armless marvel’.
5
 It bothered Foppe that 

he was attracting business because people wanted to see him perform and gesture with his 

feet, rather than listen to his motivational advice. Foppe considered the spectacle of the 

sideshow to be a demeaning distraction from the messages he wished to impart, and a smudge 

on his professional credibility.
6
 

Foppe’s unease is a direct reflection of the fall of the American freak show from 

respectability and mainstream culture to the seamy margins of society, a transition that took 

place a century ago. He describes feeling an instant connection to an old photograph of 

Charles Tripp which depicted the performer drinking from a tea cup held between his toes, an 

experience Foppe knew well. Foppe and Tripp shared other similarities - both men were from 

southern Illinois, both had travelled the world to make a living, and both worked from a 

stage, but their perspectives on the freak show must have been very different.
7
 In 1872, a 

seventeen year old Tripp had sought out showman P. T. Barnum and soon joined the ‘living 

                                                           
4
 John Foppe, ‘Why This Work? John’s Wake Up Call’, http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm, accessed: 

December 5, 2017. 
5
 On the freak show performer Charles Tripp see Robert Bogdan, Freak Show: Presenting Human Oddities for 

Amusement and Profit,  (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990),  219-22; Marc Hartzman, American 

Sideshow: An Encyclopedia of History's Most Wondrous and Curiously Strange Performers  (New York: 

Penguin Group, 2005),  95; Thomas Fahy, Freak Shows and the Modern American Imagination: Constructing 

the Damaged Body from Willa Cather to Truman Capote  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006),  2-4.  
6
 John Foppe, ‘Why This Work? John’s Wake Up Call’, http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm, accessed: 

December 5, 2017. 
7
 John Foppe, ‘Why This Work? John’s Wake Up Call’, http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm, accessed:  

December 5, 2017. 

http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm
http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm
http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm
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curiosities’ segment of his Great Traveling Exposition & World’s Fair.
8
 Despite being a 

highly skilled wood-worker and mechanic, instead of opting for a trade Tripp chose to pursue 

show business. His career lasted into the 1910s, travelling and performing with the large 

industrial railroad circuses and, later, on the carnival circuit.
9
 Tripp was respected for his 

popular and witty performances, as well as his mechanical expertise. In one well-known 

publicity photograph, he was teamed up with the legless Eli Bowen in an act which involved 

their riding a tandem bike - Tripp pedalling on the backseat while Bowen steered in the 

front.
10

 Additionally, Tripp’s skilled labour was useful when it came to fixing the myriad of 

different machinery which broke down in the railroad circus. Tripp had little reason to feel 

guilt at profiting from his unusual body. While the freak show gradually moved from the 

museums of ‘rational amusement’ and the curio halls of the mid-nineteenth century, to more 

frivolous amusement parks and sideshows attached to travelling circuses from the 1870s 

onwards, the moral condemnation of exhibitions of unusual bodies which accompanied their 

medical pathologisation only became entrenched after Tripp’s career had finished.
11

  

Both Foppe and Tripp have navigated different regimes of normalisation during their 

careers. In one of the sample videos on the Visionary Velocity Worldwide website a brief 

awkward silence follows Foppe’s soft drink demonstration, which is broken only when he 

assures the audience they are allowed to clap. Not only does Foppe use personal charm and 

demeanour to assuage audience fears of political or moral transgression, his whole business is 

packaged in a way which emphasises the normative, independent, pull-yourself-up-by-your-

                                                           
8
 P. T. Barnum’s Great Traveling Exposition and World’s Fair, Season of 1873, Circus Route Book Pamphlet, 

Route Book Collection, Robert L. Parkinson Library and Research Center, Circus World, Baraboo, Wisconsin, 

15. 
9
 Frederick Drimmer, Very Special People: The Struggles, Loves and Triumphs of Human Oddities  (New York: 

Bell Publishing Company, 1985),  87-90; Daniel P. Mannix, Freaks: We Who Are Not As Others  (New York: 

Pocket Books, 1976),  105-06.  
10

 Hartzman, American Sideshow, 95, 282. 
11

 Most sideshows did not appear at Coney Island until around the turn of the twentieth century. Periodic 

attempts to ‘clean up’ the amusement centre’s image centred more on the ‘illicit pleasures’ of gambling, 

saloons, prostitution and con men, than the presence of ‘freaks’. John F. Kasson, Amusing the Million: Coney 

Island at the Turn of the Century  (New York: Hill & Wang, 1978),  35-36, 50-52. 
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bootstraps story of overcoming adversity – elements which resonate strongly with national 

American mythologies. This image is further constructed in his autobiography (appropriately 

entitled What’s Your Excuse? Making the Most of What You Have), the various self-help CDs 

and DVDs sold on the website, as well as statements from the online biography like the 

following:  

‘He once led a miserable, dependent, and limited existence. At ten-years-old, for 

example, he couldn’t put his own pants on. Today, he operates his own company, travels 

the world, runs a large non-profit agency, and he is a husband and father.’
12

  

 

In the talks Foppe has given to corporate businesses offering inspiration and advice, he 

clearly demonstrates an aptitude for the discourse and rhetoric of individually-powered 

achievement of goals which held currency in late-twentieth century corporate America.
13

 

 Similarly, Charles Tripp negotiated a specific historical context. As a skilled carpenter in 

an era of increasing mechanization, which saw artisans increasingly displaced by industrial 

technology, Tripp consciously embraced the stage and packaged his non-normative body 

accordingly.
14

 His tandem bicycle routine with Eli Bowen bore a completely different tone to 

Foppe’s success-through-individual-effort brand. The whole act emphasised intimate, 

cooperative friendship - that two supposedly ‘incomplete’ individuals could do just as well as 

                                                           
12

John Foppe Biography, http://www.johnfoppe.com/biography.htm, accessed December 5, 2017. See also John 

Foppe, What's Your Excuse? Making the Most of What You Have  (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2008). 
13

 My intention is not to critique John Foppe for his use of motivational and corporate rhetoric during his talks, 

but merely to highlight the cultural differences between how a nineteenth century demonstration by the armless 

Tripp and a twenty-first century demonstration by the armless Foppe were interpreted and presented. Foppe is 

clearly not a freak show performer, but he is highly skilled and conscious in how he presents his body during his 

talks. Foppe is very insightful and self-reflective on the industry of motivational speaking, its tendency for 

selling empty phrases and marketing gimmicks, and the similarities this shares with showmanship: ‘Deep down, 

I knew motivational speaking, unchecked, can be nothing more than a sophisticated circus act: a showman on a 

black-skirted stage parading metaphorical gimmicks. I also knew if I was not careful, I would fit in with the fire-

walkers and house-party hypers that embellished corporate platforms every week. I wondered if I already did. 

People listened to my teachings, but they leaned forward when I talked about my how I managed with my feet. 

This was not why I spoke. Had my credibility become overshadowed by my condition? Was I nothing more than 

a performer? A circus side show?’ John Foppe, ‘Why This Work? John’s Wake Up Call’, 

http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm, accessed: December 5, 2017. 
14

 The Knights of Labor were already in decline before Tripp was even halfway into his career. As historian Nell 

Irvin Painter has shown, the so-called ‘Gilded Age’ was a period of intense industrial unrest. Nell Irvin Painter, 

Standing at Armageddon: The United States, 1877-1919  (New York: W. W. Noton & Company, 1987),  xi-xii, 

34-35.   

http://www.johnfoppe.com/biography.htm
http://www.johnfoppe.com/wakeupcall.htm


5 
 

any ‘whole’ or ‘able-bodied’ individual through good-humoured mutual support.
15

 Tripp, 

Bowen, and countless other nineteenth and twentieth century performers presented 

historically contingent exhibitions of bodily difference, interpreted against contested and 

constantly shifting conceptualisations of what constituted the ‘normal’, the ‘transgressive’, 

and the ‘freakish’. 

This dissertation focuses on the significance of ‘freaks’ as a contested as well as an 

actively inhabited identity within historically specific regimes of normalisation. I examine the 

hundred year life span of the popular American freak show across the mid-nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, crucial periods of change in United States history and culture. In this 

dissertation, I understand the concept of ‘freak’ as a social construction with powerful and 

material effects on those who claimed or were claimed by the term during this period.
16

 

While the idea of a concept being socially constructed (be it ‘freak’, disability, race, gender, 

or sexuality) is in and of itself interesting, it is of greater historical import to explain why the 

need arises for such a construction in the first place, and what relative opportunities or 

restrictions this offered performers and their audiences. I investigate ‘Enfreakment’ as a 

cultural process and locus for social anxieties, as well as a space of contested identity during 

periods of historical change or the perceived threat of change.
17

 I will argue that the 

identification of ‘freak’ was employed as a way of arresting such societal anxiety, functioning 

as a body which is marked in opposition to the unmarked - and rendered invisible - white, 

                                                           
15

 There is some debate over whether Tripp and Bowen actually performed the bicycle routine or simply posed 

on the bicycle for the promotional photograph. Some have claimed that the performers deployed humour during 

the routine through the use of witty remarks poking fun at each other’s missing limbs. Tripp would supposedly 

tell the legless Bowen to ‘Watch his step!’ To which he would respond that the armless Tripp should ‘Keep your 

hands off me!’ Mannix, Freaks, 105-06; Drimmer, Very Special People, 87-88; Hartzman, American Sideshow, 

95, 282. 
16

 The freak show was first conceptualised as a social construction by disability and freakery studies scholar 

Robert Bogdan. As will become clear, I intend to expand upon this conceptualisation of the freak show to 

include ideas of performativity, discourses of the body steeped in power and knowledge, as well as 

understandings of historically grounded regimes of normalisation. Bogdan, Freak Show, 2-6; Robert Bogdan, 

‘The Social Construction of Freaks,’ in Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body, ed. Rosemarie 

Garland Thomson (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 23-37. 
17

 ‘Enfreakment’ is a term coined by David Hevey, defined in the next paragraph. David Hevey, The Creatures 

Time Forgot: Photography and Disability Imagery, (London and New York: Routledge, 1992),  4. 
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masculine, heterosexual body with a fully functioning capacity for labour. ‘Freakery’ became 

necessary to produce the category ‘normal’ and its reassuring potency.
18

  

 Terminology - like discourse - reflects history, culture and power struggles inflected 

with racial-gendered concepts that continue to have very real material consequences in 

contemporary society. Labels such as ‘freak’, ‘midget’, ‘monster’, ‘achondroplastic dwarf’, 

‘Siamese twins’, ‘bearded lady’, and ‘giant’, all have specific and contested histories and 

demand caution when used in respectful academic scholarship. These are essentially 

contested titles claimed, rejected and sometimes re-deployed from multiple perspectives – 

some medical, some from dominant popular culture, and others from marginalised 

communities and individuals. Recognising their power is especially important when a study 

focuses upon the perspectives of those who claimed and were claimed by such terms, as my 

dissertation aims to do.  

As a young, able-bodied, white man who has benefitted from a significant degree of 

privilege based directly on a violent and continuing history of settler colonialism - infused 

with hegemonic gender, sexuality and dis/ability ideals - it is particularly important that I 

acknowledge the fraught politics of such terminology. I privilege the term ‘freak show 

performer’ (or simply ‘performer’) over ‘freak’ throughout this dissertation to deflect 

biological understandings of ‘freakishness’. I also do so understanding that this was a label 

that many performers themselves used in a period before the dominant medical-model 

understanding of ‘disability’.
19

 My theoretical understanding of ‘freakery’ – discussed in 

further detail in the sections that follow – is centred on Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s 

concept of ‘extraordinary bodies’. Here, ‘disability’ is reframed as culturally bound (not as 

physical/mental lack) and freak shows are situated as crucial social rituals that underwent an 

                                                           
18

 Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and 

Literature  (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997),  6-7, 16-17. 
19

 When I do employ the term ‘freak’, I will employ quotation marks to signify recognition of its troublesome 

negative connotations and history, as well as to show solidarity with those re-claiming the term as one of 

empowerment. 
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important historical change in depicting so-called ‘freaks’ as icons of bodily marvel to 

anomalous pathology.
20

 

‘Midget’ has an equally disputed history and requires careful consideration as an 

important contested concept discussed in Chapter Four. The term is firmly rejected by today’s 

minority-model organisations such as the Little People of America, but was proudly claimed 

by ‘proportionally-bodied’ Little People in show business before World War Two.
21

 The 

LPA prefers the term ‘people with dwarfism’ - or, ideally, someone’s specific name – but the 

term ‘dwarfism’ has an equally troublesome history in medical eugenics and hereditarian 

understandings of bodily difference. I have employed ‘midget’ in this thesis as part of my 

efforts to take seriously the historically-specific perspectives of Little People during that 

period, but I use quotation marks to emphasise its inappropriate connotations today.
22

 

Medical terminology is explicitly rejected and challenged in this dissertation – it appears only 

in the examples drawn from historical documentation and is treated critically throughout.
23

 

To the best of my ability I will aim to privilege how performers themselves employed and 

understood these contested labels and terminology.    

 ‘Enfreakment’ is a term coined by disability photojournalist and critic David Hevey. It 

describes the widespread use (both in the past and present) of disabled people as ‘other’ for 

‘the consumption and alleviation of able-bodied fears.’
24

 Focusing on photographic 

representations, Hevey explored how images of the disabled are constructed in a void created 

                                                           
20

 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 5-7, 17. 
21

 Little People of America, ‘LPA Issues Statement to Abolish the “M” Word’, September 2015, 

http://www.lpaonline.org/the-m-word, accessed: February 23, 2018; Buddie Thompson, As I Know Them: A 

Midget's Story of Show People  (self-published, 1936). See also Chapter Four. I will also use the capitalised term 

‘Little People’ throughout the dissertation. This label is condoned by the LPA (although, it must be noted, not 

all people living with dwarfism appreciate the term), and was also accepted by short-statured performers before 

World War Two. 
22

 As discussed in Chapter Four, the solidarity and community-perspective of Little People in the 1930s was 

itself complicated, and shot through with understandings of race, gender, aesthetic beauty and ability. 
23

 Of course, some people with disabilities have empowerment in understanding their bodies as ‘having’ a 

medical condition, without attached stigma. I believe this is still problematic in its acceptance of medical models 

of disability – but I respect the multiple and diverse perspectives of those living with disability/extraordinary 

bodies. 
24

 Hevey, The Creatures Time Forgot, 4. 

http://www.lpaonline.org/the-m-word
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by their segregation from all areas of social entry. To ‘enfreak’ is to displace interaction with 

disabled people, to manipulate their image so that ‘the disabled’ emerge to fulfil a role for 

societies which place them outside or on the margins of human society.
25

 I intend to use this 

concept in a similar manner to historian Rosemarie Garland Thomson, who extends the 

concept beyond disability photography to locate it within the spectacle of bodily otherness 

that constituted the American freak show.
26

    

It is crucial not to portray the derogatory label of ‘freak’ as something simply placed 

upon historical agents, who are thereby rendered passive recipients. Examining discourses of 

enfreakment in both spectacle-fuelled public exhibitions as well as in more private and 

invasive medical interrogations of abnormal bodies reveals the ‘freak’ as a contested identity 

position, or identity formation, which is actively inhabited and re-appropriated. Although 

such re-furnished and negotiated identities were subjected to normalising ideals, people 

labelled as ‘freaks’ often turned these ideas to their own benefit as they ‘used’ them in 

creative ways. By employing such multiple and diverse strategies ‘freaks’, as well as the 

audiences and medical examiners who visually and verbally consumed them, navigated the 

complexities and contradictions of modernity.   

 

Regimes of Normalisation 

The methodology I employ draws upon theoretical approaches that have emerged from 

poststructuralist influences on social and cultural history. The most important of these comes 

from Michel Foucault’s ideas of regimes of normalisation and the relation between 

knowledge and power. Here, knowledge and power produce one another, with the essential 

insight that control is not merely reducible to physical coercion but instead (or at least in 

addition) is exercised by delineating what constitutes the known and the knowable, the 

                                                           
25

 Hevey, The Creatures Time Forgot, 72. 
26

 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 16-17. 
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objects and modalities of knowledge to be adopted.
27

 In Discipline and Punish Foucault 

historically located the emergence of ‘discipline’ as the effect of the modern state and aligned 

institutions replacing the former systems of monarchy from the seventeenth century.
28

 

Examining the ‘microphysics of power’ (minute and highly detailed conditioning effects on 

the body, which rendered it docile) revealed a new power-knowledge relation which 

consisted in the disciplining, training and surveillance of bodies – a process revealed by the 

history of the development of institutions, most notably the school, the prison, the hospital, 

and the military.
29

    

Foucault further developed his analysis in The History of Sexuality where he conceived 

of the notion of ‘bio-power’ to capture this ever-present all-encompassing focus of power at 

the minute level (a sort of totalising knowledge) on the body and its normalising function: 

‘Such a power has to qualify, measure, appraise, and hierarchize, rather than display 

itself in its murderous splendour; it does not have to draw the line that separates the 

enemies of the sovereign from his obedient subjects; it effects distributions around the 

norm…. the judicial institution is increasingly incorporated into a continuum of 

apparatuses (medical, administrative, and so on) whose functions are for the most part 

regulatory. A normalizing society is the historical outcome of a technology of power 

centered on life.’
30

 

 

It is not that society has underlying structures which disadvantage certain sectors of society 

(although there is nothing here that need contradict such a position), it is that the whole way 

in which people are framed, subjectified, and come to be known creates a ‘distribution around 

a norm’, which has a normalising effect on society and on the constitution of its subjects. The 

                                                           
27

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage 

Books, 1995),  27-28. 
28

 Whereas the ancién regime had employed rituals of torture and violence played out on the body as a site of 

gruesome spectacle as a kind of demonstration of power imbalance, the rise of the modern state saw the 

adoption of a new kind of power that aimed to maximise efficiencies rather than simply control the masses. 

Foucault used, as an example of the earlier use of power, the case of the public torture and execution of the 

regicide Damiens in Paris, 1757 - where the wrath of the state literally obliterated the body of a person who 

defied the regime. In contrast Foucault examined Jeremy Bentham’s design of the Panopticon, where each 

individual (be they prisoner, schoolboy, patient, madman) is securely confined in place, seen but unable to see 

and communicate with his companions - an object of information that is never a subject in communication as an 

example of the new kind of power relation employed in a modern state and its aligned institutions. Foucault, 

Discipline and Punish, 3, 200-01. 
29

 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 170. 
30

 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1990),  144. 
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historical changes Foucault identified had very real consequences on material life into the 

nineteenth century, by allowing for such biologically-focused regulatory mechanisms and 

concepts: Adolphe Quetelet’s ‘l’homme moyen’, eugenic applications of the Stanford-Binet 

‘Intelligence Quotient’ test, Adolphe Bertillion’s biometric identification system, 

photographic ‘rogues galleries’, and Francis Galton’s composite portraits of ‘criminal man’ 

were just a few key technologies.
31

 I interrogate the depiction, construction, and active self-

representations of ‘freaks’, as bodily transgressors of normalising regimes within the context 

of modern society’s expanding technologies of power centred on life.
32

 

Of course this kind of theoretical approach is not without criticism. The most pressing 

of these notes that Foucault developed his theory of discipline from an examination of 

institutions - typical sites where state power meets the individual on unequal terms - and that 

Foucault then expanded from this analysis a conceptualisation of power which was meant to 

apply to the whole of society.
33

 This would seem to be a very ‘top-down’ interpretation which 

allows for little resistance or agency on the part of those who are subjected to the dominant 

normalising regime.
34

 For this reason the analysis I provide on ‘freaks’ employs a 

Foucauldian approach, but also incorporates adaptations from the work of Michel de Certeau. 

                                                           
31

 Lennard J. Davis, Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness, and the Body  (New York: Verso, 1995),  26-29; 

Shawn Michelle Smith, American Archives: Gender, Race, and Class in Visual Culture  (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1999),  68-71, 85-92; Anne Maxwell, Picture Imperfect: Photography and Eugenics 1870-

1940  (Brighton and Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2008),  63-71; Suren Lalvani, Photography, Vision, and 

the Production of Modern Bodies  (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996),  108-17, 20-22. 
32

 ‘Freaks’ therefore demand and at the same time defy categorisation. It is less that they are simply ‘aberrant’ or 

‘abnormal’ (otherwise they could be easily dealt with as clearly separate from the norm), and more that they are 

at the same time recognisable and ‘other’, and therefore present a more complicated problem.  
33

Patrick Joyce, ‘The End of Social History?’, Social History, vol. 20, no. 1, (1995): 88-89. 
34

 This criticism is linked to how Foucault (in Discipline and Punish) tried so hard to adopt a notion of power 

that was not simply repression, but a productive network with its own economics and emphasis on efficiency. 

The productive-aspect is very much a result of the growth of bureaucratic, state-apparatuses (in direct contrast to 

wastefully demonstrative monarchies), hence the focus on state institutions. The contradiction seems to be that 

Foucault, after examining all these institutional sites of discipline and surveillance, then proceeded to argue 

against conceiving power in terms of the state, in terms of the sovereign and sovereignty, as repressive 

upholders of law. His development of the notion of bio-power by The History of Sexuality was far less exposed 

to contradiction since the discourse he examined was not so impossibly intertwined with the state as institutions 

such as prisons, schools, and hospitals appear to be. Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 60-64; Foucault, The 

History of Sexuality, 140-44. For this and other criticisms of Foucault see David Couzens Hoy, ed. Foucault: A 

Critical Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), esp.6-12; David Couzens Hoy, ‘Power, Repression, Progress: 

Foucault, Lukes, and the Frankfurt School’, in Foucault: A Critical Reader, ed. David Couzens Hoy (Oxford: 
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Michel de Certeau convincingly resolved the problem of agency which a Foucauldian 

approach privileging the disciplining effects of the modern state might otherwise suffer. Like 

Foucault, de Certeau focused on the ‘microphysics of power’, but with an emphasis on how 

these mechanisms are ‘consumed’ by the agents they are supposed to discipline.
35

 This 

inversion of Foucault, still focused not on hidden structures of society so much as subtle 

conditioning mechanisms (or, for de Certeau, reactions/re-appropriations of these), is very 

useful in determining how ‘freaks’ might inhabit an identity which may otherwise appear to 

have a restrictive normalising function. 

De Certeau’s perspective therefore permits analysis of a kind of ‘antidiscipline’, 

whereby agents struggle to inhabit and transform a space that disciplines, even if they can 

never be truly free of that regime of normalisation.
36

 ‘Tactics’ (as opposed to the ‘strategies’ 

of disciplinary regimes) can be employed to poach on the property of the normalising regime, 

opportunities are taken advantage of in chance offerings seized ‘on the wing.’
37

 Just as the 

architecture and design of a city manipulate, but can never fully control the movements of 

those who traverse its streets, ‘freaks’ navigated the dominant cultural and bodily 

assumptions of their period.  

None of this means that the disciplining effects of regimes of normalisation no longer 

applied. It is simply the case that they are not the whole story of freakery. So-called human 

skeletons, hirsute women, giants, dwarfs, conjoined twins, a whole range of different 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Basil Blackwell, 1986), 123-47; Charles Taylor, ‘Foucault on Freedom and Truth’, in Foucault: A Critical 

Reader, ed. David Couzens Hoy (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 69-102.  
35

 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 1988),  xiv. 
36

 De Certeau employs the insightful metaphor of furnishing a rented apartment in order to explain 

‘antidiscipline’. The rented apartment metaphor captures how users within a system transform the property of 

another into a borrowed space. Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xxi. 
37

 Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, 37. Henri Lefebvre has developed a useful distinction between savoir 

(‘top-down’) and conaissance (‘bottom-up’) knowledge. Such terminology is valuable for adapting Foucauldian 

concepts of a disciplinary regime which functions through control of knowledge and subtle modern institutional 

manipulations at a microphysical level (savoir), to the kind of allowance for agents to ‘make use of’ or 

‘consume’ such knowledge (conaissance), adapting it as a site of inhabitation in the sense outlined by Michel de 

Certeau. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil 

Blackwell, 1991), 10-11; Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, xiv. 
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anatomical possibilities are assigned an ‘other’ identification in regimes that posit a non-

marked, able-bodied, white, masculine heterosexual body as the ‘norm’, and yet this also 

presented an opportunity for people to ‘speak’ from a particular assigned (even if 

inescapable) identity. Charles Tripp lived in a society which did not privilege armless models 

of masculinity, which lacked a political discourse of disability activism, and offered little 

government-sponsored support for those with an apparently limited physical capacity. Yet he 

was able to perform as an armless model of able-bodied and respectable bourgeois 

masculinity, and earn a comfortable living while doing so. Many similar historical agents and 

freak show performers were undoubtedly subject to exploitation and had little capacity to 

speak or represent themselves, while they often performed stereotyped narratives of 

abnormalcy that reinforced stereotypes of race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity and disability.
38

 

Freak shows should not be romanticised as spheres of subaltern resistance to dominant 

normative hegemony, yet, as we shall see, the performative aspect of freak show spectacle 

allowed space for contested agency and self-representation.  

 

Historicising Abjection: Reorienting Freak Show Performers as Neither 

Abject nor Object, but Subject 

By situating the freak show within regimes of normalisation, contested by freak show 

performers as historically-active participants in their own spectacle, I have deliberately 

eschewed an analytical framework focused upon the audience or viewer. Freakery studies 

must avoid telling the history of freak performance solely from the perspective of the freak 

                                                           
38

 Historian Janet Davis has provided many examples of freak show and ethnological exhibits within the 

travelling turn-of-the-twentieth-century railroad circus which appeared to display something challenging to 

common expectations of ‘normal’, and yet served only to reinforce underlying racial or gender stereotypes. See, 

for example, her analysis of the racially stereotyped gender roles of ‘native’ cultures furthered by depictions of 

labouring women and lazy men, or newspaper reports and radio interviews of May Wirth (an Aboriginal First 

Nations performer whose act included highly masculine feats while standing atop a galloping horse), who was 

nevertheless characterised as a devoted wife or a sweet and shy young woman.  Janet M. Davis, The Circus Age: 

Culture & Society Under the American Big Top (Chapel Hill & London: The University of North Carolina 

Press, 2002),  99, 132-33. 
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show patron, just as much as it must strive to avoid the overbearing perspectives of the 

museum proprietors, carnival talkers and sideshow managers who often framed their acts.
39

 

Literary critic Leslie Fiedler, often credited with having initiated the study of freakery, 

regarded ‘freaks’ as reflective of ‘our basic uncertainty about the limits of our bodies and our 

egos’.
40

 Freak shows, in Fiedler’s account, profited from a natural human curiosity in unusual 

bodies, a curiosity we all have from early childhood. According to this analysis, ‘freaks’ 

therefore served a natural human function more or less consistent and static across historical 

time and space.
41

 If freak shows are no longer the mainstream popular cultural practice they 

used to be, Fiedler suggested it is largely because society has found other mediums for 

indulging in fantasy and attraction – science fiction, horror films, equally horrific reality 

television and chat shows, ‘freaking out’ with Frank Zappa, or being transfixed by Mick 

Jagger’s sexual ambiguity.
42

   

 Fiedler’s focus on the freak show audience and their psychological fascination 

consequently precludes freak show performers from their own histories, and neglects to 

explain historically how such cultural fascination with freakery has changed over time. 

Watching Mick Jagger suggestively tongue a microphone in 1970 was not the same as 

watching Chang and Eng Bunker demonstrate their conjoined strength by lifting the heaviest 

member of their audience in the 1830s, even if both performances may have offered a non-

                                                           
39

 Richard Broome’s analysis of Australian mid-twentieth century ‘Sideshow Alley’ cultural spaces is one of 

very few accounts to seriously treat freak shows as sites of potential empowering agency for its performers as 

well as crucial spaces of identity formation for audiences. He has also provided a nuanced argument concerning 

freak show performer and manager relations as complex, two-way paternalistic relations. I will focus 

specifically on American freak shows, while recognising the global nature of this industry for much of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Richard Broome, "Windows on Other Worlds: The Rise and Fall of 

Sideshow Alley," Australian Historical Studies 30, no. 112 (1999), esp.1-2, 12-16; Richard Broome, ‘Not 

Strictly Business: Freaks and the Australian Showground World’, Australian Historical Studies 40(2009). 

‘Sideshow Alley’, as Broome refers to Australian freak shows (specifically those on Australian fairgrounds), 

declined somewhat later than those in America, and perhaps more suddenly, in the 1950s and 1960s. See 

Richard Broome and Alick Jackomos, Sideshow Alley  (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1998). 
40

 Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self  (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1993),  

27. 
41

 Fiedler, Freaks, 27-32. 
42

 Fiedler expands on all of these, among many other examples, as evidence of the supposedly enduring ‘psychic 

need’ to stare at ‘freaks’ or the ‘freakish’. Fiedler, Freaks, 27-28, 305-09, 11-14, 20-27. 
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normative demonstration of masculinity.
43

 The sexual politics evoked by Jagger’s tongue as 

well as the display of youthful masculine strength by the so-called ‘Oriental curiosities’ 

Chang and Eng, were culturally and historically specific and appealed not to natural human 

fascination, but to the challenges and confirmations they posed to dominant cultural and 

medical ideals. 

 I have chosen to avoid basing my theoretical approach around audience desire or 

reception, or explaining why audiences look at or are drawn to so-called freaks. Instead, I 

focus on how freak show performers strategically encouraged such interest, navigated waning 

and new conceptualisations of human bodily difference, as well as shifting cultural ideals of 

gender, race, sexuality, and disability. I believe that a more useful attempt to explain the 

fascination and role played by cultural and social Others, grounded in a historical analysis of 

modern industrial imperialism, comes from Anne McClintock’s adaptation of philosopher 

Julia Kristeva’s concept of abjection. Kristeva’s original concept, like Fiedler’s analysis of 

freakery, was grounded in a psychological analysis of the self and Other, rather than social 

and cultural history. She developed the concept of abjection in 1980 as referring to 

‘something rejected from which one does not part.’
44

 Elements which are found repugnant 

and which subjects feel compelled to expel and yet cannot do so. The abject is a border and 

an ambiguity which is perpetually threatening and unresolvable – it is death, blood, the 

disruption of identity, system and order.
45

 Abjection does not require a diminished focus on 

                                                           
43

 As we shall see in Chapter One, exhibitions of strength were important in the Bunker twins’ freak show 

performances throughout their careers – when they claimed able-bodied strength as conjoined youths in the 

1830s, as well as when they expressed an older Southern manhood through rugged self-sufficiency and hard 

work on their North Carolina properties from the 1840s. Joseph Orser, The Lives of Chang & Eng: Siam's Twins 

in Nineteenth-Century America  (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014),  71, 114, 24-25; 

Fiedler, Freaks, 313-15. 
44

 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay in Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1982), 4. 
45

 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 3-4, 9-10. Kristeva developed this concept from a psychoanalytical perspective, 

more specifically through a combination of Freud and Lacan. As a theoretical approach applied to historical 

analysis it has therefore been exposed to criticism on the basis of ahistoricism, and that universal, obscure 

psychoanalytical processes are assumed in the place of attention to particular complexities in time and space. 

Sara Mills in reviewing discourse theory in both colonial and post-colonial studies has noted how this criticism 
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structural elements in society - it sits alongside social processes and material exploitation - a 

need to expel and a simultaneous conflicting fascination intertwines with such subordination. 

In her 1995 book Imperial Leather, Anne McClintock provided a convincing account of 

how to apply the psychoanalytical concept of abjection to wider culture and society. For 

McClintock, abjection was a formative aspect of modern industrial imperialism. Certain 

groups were abjected by this new dominating system (slaves, prostitutes, the colonised, the 

insane, et cetera) and yet the modernising societies she studied were unable to do without 

them. Modernity, she argued, is haunted by these abjected elements, at a level of both the 

individual body and the body politic.
46

 It is in this sense that ‘freaks’, a label with real 

material effects (not always economically restricting, but at times reasonably profitable), 

demand to be understood.
47

 It is a contested space of identity in which normative ideals are 

created as a way of resolving anxieties that accompany modern industrial society. At the 

same time, ‘freak’ is a site of abjection, a reminder that such normalising effects are not 

always (and never completely) successful. 

Ultimately, however, ‘freaks’ were historical subjects, not solely objects of an 

abjectifying gaze. While they were exposed to the abject desires of a viewing public, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
has been levelled at post-colonial critics such as Homi Bhabha, Robert Young, and Anne McClintock who use 

psychoanalysis as a theoretical framework – the implication is that such an approach obscures clear material, 

economic, and social factors. Furthermore, she goes on to note that examining colonial relations through the 

analogy of the development of the individual psyche simply ratifies colonial expansion, seeing it as a ‘natural’ 

part of the subject’s construction of its sense of self. Sara Mills, Discourse,  (London: Routledge, 2006),  123-

24, 26. 
46

 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest  (New York and 

London: Routledge, 1995), 71-72. 
47

 One source McClintock focuses upon are the diaries of Arthur Munby and Hannah Cullwick, participants in a 

cross-class love affair and secret marriage, who were for all appearances master and housemaid in Victorian 

England. Their fetish centred on dirt, which was understood not only in terms of class but also of race and 

gender. McClintock argued that Cullwick skilfully used the abject fascination Munby held for her ‘in her dirt’, 

as an empowering position from which she was ultimately able to refuse an open marriage, which would have 

required her constriction according to strict Victorian gender ideals for married women, all the while 

maintaining the clandestine love affair. McClintock notes how in this case a lower social position is privileged 

for the social mobility it provides, I would argue that it is also another case of how someone who is rendered 

abject in modern society can use that fascination to their own advantage, even if they are in a seemingly 

subjugated position. Although the example is obviously very different from nineteenth and twentieth century 

American ‘freaks’, it is this sense of reappropriating a seemingly derogatory identity which I explore in this 

thesis. McClintock, Imperial Leather, 136-37, 76-80. 
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performers discussed below proved remarkably adept at manipulating such desires to their 

own ends – often financial, but frequently through empowering claims to respect, dignity and 

status as well. Their bodies were never interpreted in any single way, and they often had to 

balance competing medical, popular, and scientific discourses of human bodily difference 

during their performances. In a period before the post-World War II rise of medical 

consumerism expanded the possibilities for individuals to transform their bodies and 

identities (as well as the dangers of forced medical intervention), freak show performers 

utilised the stage and promotional material to interject in how their bodies were perceived and 

interpreted.
48

 Only by comparing different performers’ engagements with distinct cultural 

and historical ideas of bodily difference, race, gender, sexuality and disability, across the 

history of the mainstream popular freak show, do freak performer strategies come into clear 

focus. 

 

Literature Review 

My analysis draws not only on scholarship from freakery studies but also utilises insights 

from disability and performance studies to break new ground in scholarly understandings of 

American freak show history. Early accounts were written by those who worked in carnival 

and circus side shows themselves, typically as managers, talkers, or as ‘working acts’ – 

sword swallowers, anatomical wonders, people who could endure immense pain, among 

others - who demonstrated remarkable abilities rather than bodies that were born 

‘extraordinary’. Their writings are complicated by the authors’ own cultural milieu, where 

                                                           
48

 Historian David Serlin’s impressive analysis of the post-war body and expanding medical consumer 

technologies has been an important influence on how I conceptualise disability and identity formation. Medical 

technologies and discourses have been tied to the history of freak shows from the early modern period, but 

became especially influential from the early twentieth century as so-called freaks were pathologised as 

possessing bodies in need of treatment and intervention. David Serlin, Replaceable You: Engineering the Body 

in Postwar America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 2-4, 7-14. See my later chapters on 

Francesco Lentini and Buddie Thompson for further discussion of how the rising promise of endocrine 

treatments and eugenic intervention from the 1920s and 1930s affected the ways in which freak show 

performers presented themselves and their bodies. 
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deception was an established stock in trade, as well as the fact they did not obviously 

conform to the rigours of academic scholarship.
49

 Nevertheless, retired sword-swallower, 

fire-eater, and ‘fakir’ Daniel Mannix presented a synthesis of ‘insider’ accounts of the 

American side show which pre-empted some of the arguments brought forward in the 

historical literature. In the context of moral condemnations of the use of human attractions in 

American freak shows, still on-going in the 1970s, Mannix embraced the term ‘freak’ over 

other more ostensibly politically sensitive terms such as ‘strange people’, ‘prodigies’, ‘human 

curiosities’, and so on.
50

 He contended that ‘freak’ as an identity privileged the unique aspect, 

it made the difference of those who claim the term an asset, in direct contrast to widespread 

institutionalisation which treated divergence as something to be hidden and shut-off from 

mainstream society.
51

 Drawing upon his own experiences working in a carnival side show, 

from interviews with other performers, as well as contact with notable side show managers, 

Mannix depicted side show culture as an appropriate place for self-described freaks to enjoy 

their lives, marry and make friends, earn a comfortable living, and even become a central 

attraction supporting an entire side show outfit – all of which was the result of the uniqueness 

of their bodies being valued as an asset.
52
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 Mannix, Freaks, 8, 10-12. 
52

 Mannix, Freaks, 12-14, 97-100. Mannix further explains how highly successful freak attractions were often 

exhibited, for an additional fee, separate to the other side show ‘pit acts’. While pit acts were used to pay for the 
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The weakness of Mannix’s position followed from his willingness to reproduce some of 

the standard tropes of freak show presentation, as well those common among historical 

medical science. His book is divided into chapters investigating the different ‘types’ of 

human oddities (‘mighty midgets’, ‘gentle giants’, and a cringingly-titled chapter on 

‘parasitic’ and conjoined twins named ‘look ma, three hands!’), in which he continually 

framed the lives of nineteenth and twentieth century performers with mythological tales of 

their predecessors from the bible, antiquity, the ‘dark ages’ of medieval times, and jesters 

who performed for royalty and nobles.
53

 Although the text condemned early scientific 

classification of freaks as ‘monsters’, and took issue with modern characterisations of such 

people as sick and in need of institutional care, Mannix nevertheless replicated the medical 

community’s historically perverse fascination with the reproductive organs of divergent 

bodies.
54

 He even emphasised that so-called ‘freaks’ are usually the result of underlying 

medical conditions and can only be understood properly in these terms, undercutting his own 

argument that they possessed a unique asset rather than a debility to be cured.
55

 As an 

‘insider’ carnival side show account, Mannix furthered, rather than explained, the 

complicated and interwoven history of American side shows with scientific medicine, even as 

these two disciplinary fields attempted to explicitly diverge from one another. 

Classificatory styles based upon bodily condition also seeped into early academic studies 

of freak shows, reflecting the cultural dominance of medical pathology in disability 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
responsible for the whole side show’s profit intake, and therefore highlights just how important an asset such 
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among many others. Mannix, Freaks, 22-26, 27, 31-34, 39-41, 50, 66-67, 72, 83, 92-93. 
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 Mannix, Freaks, 8-9, 51, 62-63. 
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 Malfunctioning pituitary and endocrine glands, hermaphrodites who do not ‘really’ possess both genders since 

they cannot biologically both give birth as a woman and impregnate as a man, and other examples reveals just 

how central a medical conceptualisation of freakery was to Mannix.. Mannix, Freaks, 29-30, 38, 65-66. 
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discourses during this period.
56

 Scholar Frederick Drimmer’s 1973 Very Special People is a 

classic example.
57

 Drimmer, contra ‘insider accounts’ like that of Mannix,  is noted for 

deliberately denouncing the use of the term ‘freaks’ as unjust, depicting the lives of people 

‘born different’ as one requiring enduring courage and a cheerful outlook in order to survive 

extraordinary hardships. Citing a 1898 ‘formal protest’ by side show workers with the 

Barnum and Bailey circus during a tour of London, Drimmer maintained that the performers 

themselves did not enjoy the label, preferring the term ‘performers’ or ‘prodigies’.
58

 Instead 

he proposed the term ‘Very Special People’, as it conveyed his conceptualisation of 

differently bodied people as those who carry a special burden with dignity and courage.
59

   

Instead of focusing on a particular historical period or place, Drimmer presented his 

argument in the form of several life-stories of particularly notable freak show performers 

grouped together according to their particular medical condition. By his account, ‘very 

special people’ are the product of nature’s bitter prank as heredity passes on some unwanted 

trait – such as malfunctioning thyroid or pituitary glands, or the permanent damage done to 

an unborn child should the mother suffer from a disease or intake of inadequately tested 
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 Such discourses were only beginning to be challenged in the 1960s and 1970s, and only crystallised fully in 

the 1980s. For more on the history of the disability rights movements see Joseph P. Shapiro, No Pity: People 

with Disabilities Forging a New Civil Rights Movement (New York: Random House, 1993); Kim E. Nielsen, A 

Disability History of the United States (Boston: Beacon Press, 2012); Sharon Barnartt and Richard Scotch, 

Disability Protests: Contentious Politics, 1970-1999 (Washington DC: Gallaudet University Press, 2001); 

Richard K. Scotch, From Good Will to Civil Rights: Transforming Federal Disability Policy (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 2001). On the inclusion of disability as a key interpretive concept applied to American 

history, see Susan Burch and Ian Sutherland, ‘Who's Not Yet Here? American Disability History’, Radical 

History Review 94(2006). 
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 Drimmer, Very Special People. Other similar examples of scholarship on freak shows that rest on medically 

pathologising models of disability include Jan Bondeson, The Two-Headed Boy, and Other Medical Marvels  

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000); Jan Bondeson and A. E. W. Miles, ‘Julia Pastrana, the Nondescript: An 

Example of Congenital, Generalized Hypertrichosis Terminalis With Gingival Hyperplasia’, American Journal 

of Medical Genetics 47, no. 2 (1993); Francine Hornberger, Carny Folk: The World's Weirdest Sideshow Acts  

(New York: Citadel Press, 2005). 
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 Drimmer, Very Special People, xiv-xv. Social historian Robert Bogdan has challenged Drimmer’s notion that 

side show performers don’t like to be called ‘freaks’. He uncovered this 1898 ‘protest’, as well as a similar 1903 

letter of protest published by the New York World, as mere ‘ballyhoo’ designed and orchestrated by Barnum and 

Bailey’s publicity expert Tody Hamilton in order to create further circus publicity. Bogdan accused Drimmer 

and other post-freak show authors of taking such publicity out of historical context in order to confirm modern 

sensibilities born of disability rights and collective action. He maintains that the term freak was the preferred 

title of most side show performers right into the 1930s. Bogdan, Freak Show, 270-71. 
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 Drimmer, Very Special People, xiv-xv. 
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medicine. By highlighting advances made by science and medicine, along with the 

development of a more knowledgeable and understanding society, Drimmer contended that 

such anomalous individuals were far rarer, or better equipped to deal with their situation than 

they were only a few decades before. In this telling, the laudable efforts of Charles Sherwood 

Stratton (who gained success as the famous ‘General Tom Thumb’), conjoined twins Chang 

and Eng Bunker, the renown armless fiddler Carl Unthan, Robert ‘the Alton Giant’ Wadlow, 

and many others to bravely endure life with the odds stacked against them, were deemed to 

be, thankfully, less and less required due to the progress of science and humanity.
60

  

The problem with this account is that it uncritically accepted a mid-twentieth century 

medical conceptualisation of disability which treated divergent bodies in terms of pathology. 

In doing so, Drimmer ignored the intertwined history of medical science and the American 

freak show and presented side shows as a last resort for those with more-or-less severe 

medical conditions. Mid-century dime museums claimed to be respectable institutions of 

‘rational amusement,’ an assertion which had rested upon this very conflation of popular 

culture and science for much of the nineteenth century.
61

 Nevertheless, Drimmer depicted 

human exhibition as the only available source of employment for so-called human oddities in 

an era not yet medically-advanced enough to assist them, and not sufficiently socially 

progressive to accept them.
62

 Ignoring the arguments of disability activists in the 1970s 

(when Drimmer wrote Very Special People) who claimed that disability was not biologically 

based but located in the discriminatory organisation of society, Drimmer furthered a 

demeaning narrative of pity even as he tried to highlight the ‘struggles and triumphs’ of ‘very 

special people.’
63
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 Drimmer, Very Special People, xv-xvi, 26-27, 63, 111-12. 
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 Bogdan, Freak Show, 29-31; Brooks McNamara, ‘"A Congress of Wonders": The Rise and Fall of the Dime 

Museum’, ESQ: A Journal of the American Renaissance 20, no. 3 (1974): 216-18. 
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 Drimmer, Very Special People, xvi-xix. 
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 Nielsen, A Disability History of the United States, 160-62. Drimmer does incorporate the minority 

organisation the Little People of America into his later work, and in his first text does applaud the fact that today 
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Disability studies emerged as a field of academic inquiry crucially tied to the rise of 

disability activism in the 1970s, and provided a convincing critique of the medicalization of 

the ‘freakish’ body. The traditional (and still persisting) medical model located the ‘problem’ 

of disability firmly within the physically ‘divergent’ body.
64

 This aberrant figure was 

implicitly referenced against a non-marked, fully functional, ‘normal’ citizen’s body - one 

which is ‘non-marked’ by virtue of being white, masculine, heterosexual, capable of wage 

labour and independent. While Foucault’s conceptualisation of the disciplining effects of 

regimes of normalisation never specifically mentioned the disabled, it can be readily applied 

to the experiences of people with disabilities, given the role of the unmarked norm as a 

reference point in modern society.
65

  

One of the most foundational insights made by disability activists and scholars has been 

the social model of disability. The social model (or ‘minority model’) in disability theory 

rejects a medical location of the problem of disability within the physical or psychological 

impairment of the individual, and the resulting implication that this is therefore the space on 

which ‘correction’ should focus. Michael Oliver, after noting the marginalisation of disability 

in all fields except medicine (a research area which was itself, historically involved in the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
(or the 1970s, when he was writing) you are likely to find Little People working in every type of job. However, 

the Little People of America seems to be treated less as an activist organisation campaigning for the rights of 

Little People, and more as a support group for people suffering from a debilitating condition. Drimmer’s later 

edition, entitled Born Different: Amazing Stories of Very Special People, also ignored insights from scholars and 

activists in the then solidifying field of disability studies. Drimmer, Very Special People, 188-89; Frederick 

Drimmer, Born Different: Amazing Stories of Very Special People (New York: Antheneum, 1988),  45-47. 
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 Some attempts have been made to complicate this common assertion by disability activist. Disability studies 

scholar Gareth Williams argued that traditional biomedical definitions of disability were by the 1970s already 

becoming far more holistic, seeing the person as multidimensional and interactive in their environment. He goes 

on to contend that the distinction between medical models and social models of disability is somewhat 

contrived, yet is himself unconvincing in how strongly he wishes to adhere to this stance. Gareth Williams, 

‘Theorizing Disability’, in Handbook of Disability Studies, ed. Katherine D. Seelman Gary L. Albrecht, Michael 

Bury (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2001), 125-27. 
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 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 39-40; Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 3, 170, 200-01; Foucault, The 

History of Sexuality, 144. Important scholarship within disability studies and the history of medicine and mental 

illness has drawn upon Foucault’s insights into the development of institutions and modern mechanisms of 

control by applying them to a specific socio-historical context. One of the most important examples of this is 

social historian David Rothman’s foundational study on the asylum and the broader ‘social revolution’ that the 

‘Age of the Asylum’ constituted. David J. Rothman, The Discovery of the Asylum: Social Order and Disorder in 

the New Republic  (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1971),  xiii-xviii; Michel Foucault, Madness and 

Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, trans. Richard Howard (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2001), esp.35-60. 
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asymmetrical power/knowledge dynamics of abjection) signalled the need for change by 

claiming the need for nothing less than a ‘social theory of disability.’
66

 This 

reconceptualization crucially hinged on the distinction between ‘disability’ and ‘impairment’. 

Disability, in these terms, is an effect of living in a society which is constructed for the ‘able-

bodied’. For example, the architectural use of stairs rather than ramps, or the fact that 

everyday communication is most often verbal and not signed, is what actually limits social 

participation, or ‘disables’, those who utilise wheelchairs for mobility and sign language for 

communication. By contrast, an ‘impairment’ is the simple material condition of the body, 

which, in and of itself need not be ‘disabling.’
67

 A deaf person is in no way limited 

functionally if the society around them employs sign language as the dominant and normal 

method of communication.
68

 I argue that a less intuitive example should also be considered – 

that a one-armed person’s impairment also need not be considered a disability unless society 

is geared around two-armed bodily efficiency and productivity routines, or views the 

functional use of feet in place of hands as socially inappropriate. Without a more 

sophisticated understanding of ‘disability’ grounded in social and historical analysis, studies 

of the enfreaked and disabled body alike risk equating medical and social ‘progressiveness’ 

with the entrenchment of biological understandings of bodily difference. Like Frederick 

Drimmer, they risk demeaning the experiences of the extraordinarily bodied as lives to be 

‘treated’, ‘corrected’, and ultimately removed from the social body.
69
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Michael Oliver, The Politics of Disablement  (Houndmills: The MacMillan Press Ltd., 1990; repr., 1994), x. 
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 Liz Crow, ‘Including All of Our Lives: Renewing the Social Model of Disability’, in Exploring the Divide, 

ed. Colin Barnes and Geof Mercer (Leeds: The Disability Press, 1996), 55. 
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110-12; Drimmer, Born Different, 42-43. 
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It is important that the social theory of disability is not taken to the extent in which the 

incredibly varied experiences of the ‘disabled’ themselves are ignored. Disability activist and 

scholar Liz Crow has responded to the important critique that certain impairments and bodily 

conditions are often extremely painful and challenging by calling for a ‘renewed social model 

of disability’. Her reconceptualisation recognised that impairment is often a crucial part of the 

disability experience, even if its ‘disability’ impact is socially constructed, and even if this 

does not mean that the ‘problem’ is located in the aberrant body itself.
70

 The ‘renewed social 

model’ does not concede that the unique challenges or even material painfulness of 

impairment amounts to ‘disabling’ the individual, who is still ultimately capable of a 

fulfilling social existence without (and often in spite of) the strictures of architectural and 

functional obstacles, or legal and social exclusions, discrimination or stigma. Interrogating 

disability as a concept is especially important, not only because of the wide variety of 

disability experiences it refers to, but because its conceptual counterpart – ableism – speaks 

to the interlocking operations of power within historically specific regimes of normalisation. 

My intersectional analysis positions ‘normative bodies’ not as simply those belonging to 

people without disabilities, but as fundamentally informed by historically specific 

understandings of race, gender, nation, sexuality, and disability. These conceptual elements 

and discourses, with their often disastrous material effects, do not exist in isolation.
71

  

Socially ‘disabled’ bodies and bodies subjected to the social-cultural process of 

enfreakment are in no way neatly interchangeable. However, those whose bodies have come 

to be categorised as the ‘congenitally disabled’ have long featured in the many different 
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 Cultural studies scholar Cynthia Wu, in her analysis on the so-called ‘Original Siamese Twins’, Chang and 

Eng Bunker, and their representation in American culture, skilfully linked together disability and Asian 

American studies. The interlocking operation of power, writes Wu, is uncovered through a critical interrogation 
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(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2012), 6. See also Cynthia Wu, ‘The Siamese Twins in Late-
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exhibition platforms of the American freak show, with its deep historical roots in early 

medical investigations into unusual bodies (the ‘cabinets of curiosities’ of early collectors, 

physicians and scientists).
72

 It was only after the turn of the twentieth century that American 

professional medicine attempted to completely separate itself from freak show exhibition, 

while those who performed in and managed freak shows equally defined themselves in 
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 Early ‘cabinets of curiosities’ often originated as the collections of early physicians and medical men. They 

functioned as indicators of knowledge and authority before the rise of professional institutions of medical 

training divided into specialist fields. ‘Cabinets of curiosities’ therefore link the history of scientific medicine to 

that of popular display - of people, instruments and unusual objects - in dime museums, as well as popularised 
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opposition to the medical institutionalisation of the severely disabled.
73

 The experiences of 

many (if not all) freak show performers, and the complicated responses they provoked from 

audience and scholar alike, offer unique insights into the lives of people with disabilities.
74
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accessed: March 7, 2018. While we should be more wary of freak show managers speaking on behalf of their 

performers (especially in cases where, like that of Simon Metz, the person in question has a mental disability 
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working lifestyle secured by their performances. 
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Equally important, disability studies has offered an important framework for scholars’ 

analyses of the American freak show as a cultural phenomenon, but promises even further 

insights into how ‘freaks’ themselves utilised historical understandings of disability within 

their own performances.
75

 This latter aspect of freakery, less well-understood and studied, is 

the focus of my dissertation. 

Leslie Fiedler initiated the academic field of freakery proper shortly after Drimmer’s text 

with Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self. In one sense, his problematic shift in focus 

from the biological body of the freak to the psychological and cultural desires of their 

audiences could be interpreted as reflecting important efforts by disability activists to de-

naturalise the ‘problem’ of disability as located within the disabled body.
76

  However, in 

doing so, Fiedler left the performers’ perspectives out of their own histories – silenced as 

subjects reflective of their audience’s ambivalent desires.
77

 Despite a tendency to reproduce 
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some of the categories he criticised, Fiedler brought discussions of ‘freaks’ and their cultural 

representation into scholarly debate and allowed for important arguments to take place.
78

 

The debate between Robert Bogdan and David Gerber was one such result. Bogdan’s 

1988 text Freak Show adamantly proclaimed that ‘freaks’ are a social construction. To be a 

‘freak’ has little to do with the material reality of a person’s body, Bogdan argued, it is 

merely a performance of a highly stylised presentation for the purpose of making money.
79

 

He identified two main stylised ‘modes of presentation’ (the ‘aggrandized status’ and the 

‘exotic’), specifically in opposition to the ‘the categorization of sideshow exhibits on the 

basis of physiological characteristics’.
80

 Just as disability studies scholars had 

reconceptualised ‘disability’ around the structures of society instead of one’s physical 

impairment, Bogdan disentangled freakery from physical condition through close attention to 

the practices of freak show display and the contexts in which they operated. However, for 

Bogdan, a key result of what was essentially a kind of humbug, was the development of a 

freak community through establishing an insider culture which looked down upon their 

audiences as ‘suckers’, or ‘rubes.’
81

 For Gerber, the problem with this account was that it left 

exploitation out of the picture and he therefore proposed to ‘revitalize the issue of the 

moralization of the freak show,’ by combining historical inquiry with the problem of 
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‘uncoerced consent’.
82

 Gerber did not flinch from labelling freak show performers such as 

Charles Stratton (better known by his stage name as ‘General Tom Thumb’) as ‘tragic’ 

figures, somewhat complicit in their own supposedly demeaning exploitation.
83

  

In many respects, Bogdan and Gerber’s debate replicated longstanding ‘structure 

versus agency’ arguments in social history. E. P. Thompson famously argued that the English 

working class were not the result of some simple external economic force (the industrial 

revolution) imposed upon ‘raw material’, but that they were present at their own making - 

that the English working class ‘made itself as much as it was made.’
84

 Similarly, this 

dissertation, while departing from social history’s limited focus on hidden structures 

underlying society, and drawing on Foucauldian ideas of discourse, argues that so-called 

‘freaks’, too, were subject to their making as a social identity, situating such people not as a 

pre-determined social ‘class’ that was roughly equivalent to today’s disability communities, 

but as a label submerged within power relations. 

My analysis moves beyond Bogdan and Gerber’s debate through attention to the more 

sophisticated arguments regarding social structure and individual agency that disability 

studies and activism has made possible. Both Gerber and Bogdan treat ‘freaks’ from opposite 

ends of the debate, as if arguments on disability and impairment were still as polarised as 

they were in the 1970s. Bogdan refuses pity, demands agency (for manager and performer 
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alike), and denies impairment or difference; while Gerber asserts exploitation, refuses agency 

or ‘valorization’, and demands sorrow and powerlessness.  Certainly in many cases ‘freaks’ 

were exploited, and even complicit in their own exploitation. Additionally, many no doubt 

did feel a sense of unity in a community which was essentially a business geared for 

unscrupulous profit. I argue that there is no conflict in perceiving the ‘freak’ identity as a 

performance, socially constructed, and yet also as a potentially abusive relation. A more 

compelling historical analysis locates this label as a space of contested identity, an 

overarching and imposed concept which has a normalising function (nevertheless ambivalent 

and often never entirely successful), which is engaged with, ‘used’ and ‘re-furnished’ by 

those who face such categorisation.  

Moving beyond such polarised views of freak show exhibition requires building upon 

Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s important work, whose nuanced historical analysis has most 

successfully linked the history of medical discourses of the body to freakery studies. By 

drawing attention to the contrast that twentieth century pathologisation of extraordinary 

bodies made to earlier models which regarded freakish bodies as icons of the wondrous 

abundance of God or Nature, Thomson revealed the importance of disability studies and the 

history of medical conceptualisations of the body to freak show display. Robert Bogdan had 

noted the importance of professional medicine in the cultural decline of freak shows by 

distancing itself from earlier involvement in human exhibition, but it was only with Thomson 

that ‘extraordinary bodies’ were contextualised within a robust theoretical framework.
85

 By 

moving beyond sociologists’ conceptualisations of disability as producing social stigma, as 

well as anthropologists’ observations of cultural responses to deviance, Thomson has centred 
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her theoretical framework on Foucault’s historical conceptualisation of biopower.
86

 The rise 

of modern disciplinary regimes aimed at creating ‘docile bodies’ through an instrumental 

view of the body as a productive and well-operating machine ultimately led to extraordinary 

bodies’ new relation to the normative social/individual body. Medicine played a key role in 

this ‘politics of health’ through classifying the healthy body in opposition to the pathological 

body and allowing for the ‘improvement’ of all bodies in terms of mechanistic productivity.
87

 

Disability studies, as demonstrated by Thomson, therefore offers key insights into the history 

of freak show exhibition, not through an anachronistic conceptualisation of ‘freaks’ as 

exploited disabled subjects (as Gerber had tried to do), but through historicising the cultural, 

scientific and medical narratives that framed bodily difference, ideals and norms. 

Along with disability studies, theories of racial and gender performativity also offer 

new frameworks for examining the histories of the American freak show. Thomson’s 

conceptualisation of freak show performance as the display of icons upon which spectators 

have ascribed their anxieties risked pushing the performer out of the picture, in a similar way 

to attempts to examine freaks as sites of abjection or psychological fascination. Rachel 

Adams questioned whether identification and ascription of interior anxieties on the part of the 

freak show viewer might not in fact be a misidentification, given that the freak show is a 

performance rather than a display of any real qualitative difference. Freak shows, in this 

analysis, function by creating a comforting fiction that there is a permanent difference 

between deviance and normality through the use of gesture, staging, costuming, and 

repetition. Adapting theorist Judith Butler’s analysis of gender as a performative identity, 

Adams therefore refocused attention on freaks as performers - neither as real examples of the 

abundance of nature, nor as medicalised victims of an immoral trade, nor as objects of 
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spectator anxiety. They are engaged in, if not always voluntarily, a ‘dramatic fantasy that the 

division between freak and normal is obvious, visible, and quantifiable.’
88

  

Associate Professor Michael Chemers, like Adams, has also expanded upon the work 

of Thomson through the application of performance and theatre studies. Utilising the work of 

sociologist Erving Goffman, Chemers emphasised freakery as a negotiation of stigmatised 

identity through theatrical techniques (rhetoric, costume, staging, etc.), which often allowed 

performers to gain the upper hand in such encounters. For Chemers, this meant that 

performers had to cater to dominant stigmatised images in a process that ‘feeds rather than 

challenges the systems of discrimination that generate the stigma in the first place’.
89

 

Ultimately, however, such an encounter with stigma, no matter how cynical, does manage to 

renegotiate the terms by which people with disabilities can interact with society, by providing 

opportunities to make money, gain exposure, and build resistant communities.
90

  

 Judith Butler has shown how gender (including masculinities) is a productive and 

performative process, rather than a pre-discursive aspect of identity – it is always and must 

continue to be performed and constantly reiterated through stylised acts.
91

 While her analysis 

is applied to gender as an everyday practice rather than a more literal stage performance such 

as the freak show, her insights are nonetheless useful for freakery studies. Butler 

distinguished between the theatre and everyday life by noting the capacity for acts on the 

stage to be ‘de-realized’ – performing as a transvestite on stage, for example, does not 

genuinely challenge our assumptions and normative social scripts regarding gender due to 
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theatrical conventions that ‘delimit the purely imaginative character of the act’.
92

 The theatre 

performance can readily be dismissed as ‘just an act’. Freak shows, however, do have the 

capacity to make a more intolerable challenge to gender, racial, sexual, and disability based 

assumptions, or, alternatively, to reinforce such normative scripts.
93

 They make a claim to 

‘real’ unique embodiment, at the intersections and margins between normative racial, gender 

and disability categories. While it should not be assumed that audience members took these 

claims without a certain level of scepticism, the very fact that judging the authenticity of the 

‘freak’ on display was often a key part of consuming freak show spectacle speaks to the 

impossibility of out-of-hand dismissal of convincing freak show performances as merely an 

‘act’.
94

 Skilled freak show performers engaged with dominant and historically specific 

normative conceptualisations in ways which demanded a response from their audience. They 

could not control how the varied ways in which their bodies were interpreted, but they could 

use their performances to offset certain unfavourable readings of their bodies, while 

privileging more potentially empowering discourses. In so doing they implicitly 

demonstrated the performative nature of normative ideals. Freak show performances were 
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never limited to making a claim of embodied, biological uniqueness –they often claimed 

status, intellect, religiosity, respectability, and even superiority as well. 

Utilising insights from performativity theory in studies of freakery does not mean 

departing from a historically grounded analysis. Human exhibition changed as the very sites 

of freak show performance shifted. Early and mid-nineteenth century venues included 

travelling single shows, wagon-driven ‘mud shows’, private viewings or ‘levees’ in 

exhibition rooms before elite clientele, performances at urban pleasure gardens, theatres, and 

dime museums. By the turn of the twentieth century exhibition venues had expanded to 

include sideshows attached to circuses, outdoor carnivals and midway fairs as well.
95

 In 

addition, a few of the most famous freak show performers, recognised for their undeniable 

stage acting talent, regularly performed in theatre halls and as part of large staged 

productions. Theatre studies scholar Michael Chemers has made a strong case for considering 

Charles Stratton, whose stage persona ‘General Tom Thumb’ made him one of the most well-

known freak show performers, not simply as a star of freak exhibition, but as a legitimate 

stage actor in grand productions of large-scale plays.
96

 While Stratton was in many ways 

unique for the general recognition he received for his ‘legitimate’ acting talents, it is 
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important to recognise that all so-called freaks skilfully constructed performances for 

mainstream popular audiences, at least until the second quarter of the twentieth century. Just 

as the dominant socio-cultural narratives of race, gender, sexuality and disability shifted 

across distinct historical regimes of normalisation, changing venues, crowds, popular taste, 

and technologies of show promotion equally affected the ways in which performers could 

present themselves on the freak show stage.
97

 My analysis does not claim to be 

comprehensive in addressing all the different venues available to ‘freaks’ and the relative 

opportunities for performative agency each offered, across one hundred years of mainstream 

popular display. Nonetheless, I do focus upon multiple freak show performers in various 

contexts and time periods to demonstrate a range of different strategies of self-representation 

employed when ‘freaks’ were both a part of mainstream American popular entertainment, 

and on its seamier margins. 

 Histories of sideshow exhibition that have drawn upon disability and performativity 

studies have attracted some criticism. Cultural studies scholar Elizabeth Stephens has noted 

that these more recent cultural histories of freak shows (including those by Thomson and 

Adams, among others) which posit freakery as a fluid concept, constantly reconfigured and 

performed in response to changing dominant assumptions about bodily norms, unwittingly fix 

and restrict the history of such bodies within narratives of medicalisation of divergent bodies. 

While she concedes that the emergence of disability as new and medicalised category for 

understanding anatomically different bodies is a significant part of freakery’s history, she 

emphasised that the freak show has not entirely disappeared.
98

 It is impossible to deny that 

medical pathologisation of extraordinary bodies has led to sidestepping cultural distaste for 
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exhibiting corporeal ‘freaks’ through a definite shift toward ‘made freaks’ over ‘born freaks’. 

However, as Stephens contends this has meant other contemporary reconceptualisations of 

human exhibition have not received the attention they deserve. Todays’ sideshows such as 

Coney Island’s Sideshows by the Seashore, and the recently closed Venice Beach Freak 

Show, have featured some ‘traditional freaks’ in a more postmodern self-referential manner 

and have offered complications to freakery studies dominant medical pathologisation 

narrative.
99

 

 Another critique of post 1990s freakery studies comes by way of the persistently 

troublesome legacy the freak show has left to those living with disability today. Disability 

studies scholars David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder have expressed unease over the extent to 

which the ‘academic bally plank’ of freakery studies can locate the freak show as an 

empowering space for those living with disability. They argued that the freak show, even as a 

scholarly object, contains ‘significant conflicts of viewership for consumers and researchers 

alike’, that freak show spectatorship provides problematic issues for scholar and audience 

member alike. By pointing to the deterministic legacy the freak show has had for the disabled 

body, alleging that ‘spectacles of prurience’ continue to objectify disabled subjects even 

within scholarly analysis, drawing attention to economic exploitation within capitalist-driven 

spectacle, and rejecting a simple equivalence between ‘born freaks’ and the ‘freaks of gender, 

race, or sexuality’, Mitchell and Snyder aimed to place important limits on the performative 

agency of the freak show.
100

 I have therefore situated my understanding of freak show 

performer agency within a rubric of negotiated contest and power relations, one which does 

not deny neither the problematic legacy of the freak show for those living with disability, nor 
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the very real exploitative potential of the industry for its performers. As Chemers has 

demonstrated, Mitchell and Snyder’s critique does not amount to a moratorium on freakery 

studies, but, actually demands a more complex investigation of the history of the freak show, 

given the continuing influence of its legacy on the lives of those living with disability.
101

    

Despite the shift in freakery studies towards more recent expressions - in cinema, queer 

fiction, the youth counterculture, contemporary fiction and postmodern freak shows - a fuller 

cultural history of the freak show during both its heyday and early twentieth century decline 

still remains to be written.
102

 Stephens’ point about the limits of the medical pathologisation 

narrative is well made, but it is equally important to consider how new medicalised 

discourses of the extraordinary body forced freak show performers to reconsider how they 

presented themselves during the very years in which their industry declined. Medical 

pathologisation did not preclude performative freak show agency. As the following 

dissertation will show, not only did freak show performers not suddenly disappear in the mid-

twentieth century, they engaged with the genre’s cultural decline from its very beginning, 

either incorporating or flatly rejecting, for example, new eugenic and endocrinological 

medical discourses into their acts and fluid identities.
103

 The terrain upon which so-called 

freaks performed shifted dramatically during this period, as did the discourses of race, 

gender, class, sexuality and bodily difference with which they grappled in their self-

representation. Yet freak show performer strategies adjusted and persisted even as their 

professional opportunities diminished, and as older modes of stylised presentation no longer 

functioned effectively.
104
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Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s historical analysis of the ‘extraordinary body’ and its 

shift from being an object of ‘wonder’ to one of ‘error’, as well as Rachel Adams’ useful 

adaptation of performative theory, have both been extremely important contributions to the 

study of the freak show. However, their scholarship is primarily grounded in cultural and 

literary criticism rather than cultural history. Consequently, while Thomson provided an 

important analysis of a few specific freak show performers (namely, Sartje Baartman, who 

was billed as the ‘Hottentot Venus’, and Julia Pastrana, the so-called ‘Ugliest Woman in the 

World’), her central focus in Extraordinary Bodies is on literary representations in the works 

of authors such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, Toni Morrison and Audre Lorde.
105

 Similarly, 

while Adams provided a compelling theorisation of ‘freak’ as performative identity as well as 

an insightful analysis of freak engagements with photographic and cinematic technologies, 

she shifted focus onto how the figure of the ‘freak’ has been reused in Carson McCullers 

post-World War II queer fiction, by the 1960s and 1970s counterculture, and in contemporary 

fiction.
106

 Other scholars, including Mitchell and Snyder, have furthered an emphasis on the 

representation of people with disabilities within the context of the freak show over and above 

the actual historical experiences of those performing in these marginal spaces. While Mitchell 

and Snyder have made an impressive contribution to the theorisation of stigma and 

performance within disability studies, through their conceptualisation of ‘narrative 

prosthesis’, their work has focused either on literary representations of freak show 
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performers, or performances by disabled people in contemporary culture.
107

 With one 

important exception, their work has not featured the historical experiences of freak show 

performers themselves.
108

 Scholars of American literature have most successfully applied 

insights from disability studies and theories of performativity to the freak show and its 

representation in film and literature, but a more specific historical contextualisation and 

location of actual specific performers is yet to be fully explored.  

Promotion was central to the freak show and extant advertising material reveals much 

about how performers negotiated the historical shifts between the ‘high’, ‘low’ and 

‘middlebrow’ of American culture.
109

 Recent cultural histories of American advertising – 

especially the work of Jackson Lears - has emphasised the crucial role such promotion played 

in fabricating ‘commercial fables’. By evoking fantasies and desires that resonated with 

historically specific ways of being in the world, such commercial narratives involved much 

more than securing an economic transaction.
110

 Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s historical 

argument - concerning the critical shift in understanding ‘extraordinary bodies’ from icons 

conferring wonder to those signalling error - is greatly enhanced with a robust understanding 

of the ‘disenchantment of an animistic worldview’, as outlined by Lears.
111

 Animism and 
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cultural disenchantment was closely related to the bureaucratic, technological and industrial 

shifts of medical modernity – as American ‘abundance’ and ‘magical transformation’ 

commercial fables were eclipsed by bifurcated notions of productivity and leisure time.
112

  

Importantly, however, this broader change was not all-encompassing and 

disenchantment was accompanied by persistent and underlying fascination despite rising 

medical and industrial-technocratic models.
113

 Freak show performers – to an even greater 

extent than their audiences - experienced and negotiated these socio-economic and cultural 

changes through their racially-gendered and dis/ability-infused bodies. Their experiences did 

not reflect a straightforward decline from animistic empowered performances of wonder to 

disappearance within the medical laboratory or asylum as disenchanted and pathologised 

subjects.  Rather, they negotiated specific historical moments, contradictory and underlying 

desires, as well as (by the turn of the century) the disenchanted idiom of production and 

efficiency. A focus on literary and other textual representations of freak shows alone, without 

considering these larger socio-economic and cultural factors, fails to do justice to performers’ 

strategies of self-representation and ability to respond to multiple complex readings of their 

bodies.     

Aside from incorporating disability and performance studies insights into the existing 

literature, freak shows also need to be contextualised within broader changes of popular 

culture in the United States by the end of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. 

Freakery studies has largely been driven by American cultural and literary criticism, rather 

than historians of American popular culture. Freak show history, and the performative agency 
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this cultural venue allowed, needs to be incorporated into the broader context of changes in 

the turn of the twentieth century outdoor amusement industry.
114

 Specifically, it is important 

to see how these changes affected not only the cultural decline of the freak show, but the 

strategies of freak show presentation available to performers. Historical shifts forced 

performers to develop new ways of exhibiting themselves, to maintain their economic 

opportunities, as well as to fend off what they identified as more repressive discourses of 

bodily deviance. 

Beyond Thomson’s crucial overarching shift in medical and popular understandings 

of the freakish/extraordinary body, ‘freaks’ engaged with multiple historically specific 

discourses surrounding slavery, industrial mechanisation, as well as racially and gendered 

informed notions of respectability, manliness, autonomy and independence. As studies have 

moved beyond Bogdan’s analysis of the historical-social construction of the freak show, they 

have yet to expand upon how stylised modes of freak show presentation shifted and changed 

in different historical contexts.
115

 Locating dominant modes of stylised exhibition not only 

suggests that the freak show was a ‘social construction’, it also suggests that freakery 

spectacle was a potentially powerful site of performative contest. 

I also draw on the traditions of intersectional analysis carefully developed in social 

and cultural history. The interactions and intersections of multiples forms of difference and 

power had serious and material consequences on historical actors and their lives. Race, class, 

                                                           
114

 On changes in the outdoor entertainment industry and their effect on wider American culture see Kasson, 

Amusing the Million; David Nasaw, Going Out: the Rise and Fall of Public Amusements (New York: Basic 

Books, 1993); Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements (Philadelphia: Philadelphia : Temple University Press, 2011); 

Harris, Cultural Excursions; McNamara, ‘The Rise and Fall of the Dime Museum’, esp.221-22; Joe McKennon, 

A Pictorial History of the American Carnival: Volume I (Popular Press: Bowling Green, 1972); Joe Nickell, 

Secrets of the Sideshow (Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 2005). 
115

 Linda Frost an important exception. Her study of ‘Circassian Beauties’ who performed with American freak 

shows during Civil War era debates over slavery draws impressively on cultural histories of slavery, abolition 

movements, gender and race. Additionally, Michael Chemers has also provided an important expansion on the 

understanding of Charles Sherwood Stratton’s performances for Barnum and in the theatre during similar time 

period. His analysis employs an impressive contextualisation of both American theatre as a popular practice, and 

how dominant understandings of race, gender and disability intersected in this specific historical moment. See  

Frost, Never One Nation; Chemers, Staging Stigma. 



41 
 

gender, sexuality and dis/ability were always interrelated within their specific historical 

contexts, as demonstrated by theorists of racial and gender formations.
116

 To that end, studies 

of racial formation and whiteness studies, of masculinities and immigration, and histories of 

slavery and emancipation animate my work.
117

 While some previous scholarship on freak 

shows has employed sophisticated intersectional analyses of the lives of well-known 

performers such as Sartje Baartman and Julia Pastrana, there still remains a lack of in-depth 

studies that assess the strategies of performers across different regimes of normalisation, 

different formations of masculinity, feminity and able-bodiedness.
118

 The cultural turn in 

American history offers a unique perspective on freak show exhibition – one not limited to 

literary representations of ‘freaks’ and their cultural meaning, but which can also recognise 

how ‘freaks’ manipulated changing understandings of their complex bodies during periods of 
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immense socio-historical change and anxiety. Historical intersections of gender, race and 

able-bodiedness are therefore central considerations in my analysis of freak show 

performance. I demonstrate not only how black female freak show performers navigated 

understandings of black female sexuality, both during the immediate post-emanciaption 

period and Jim Crow segregation, but how certain male performers also engaged with 

unstable racially gendered understandings of whiteness and masculinity.
119

 

This investigation into freakery places enfreakment against the historical context of 

modernization and, more specifically, how this historical process reconstituted the human 

body.
120

 The changes in production, market relations, labour, and mechanisation which 

accompanied industrialisation reconstituted how the body was conceived and portrayed.
 121

 

This consequently affected how the bodies of those enfreaked at the margins of society were 

depicted and consumed. Tracing enfreakment across multiple regimes of normalisation, this 

dissertation extends Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s argument that modernity moved the freak 

from the embodiment of wonder in the mid to late nineteenth century to the embodiment of 

error in the early twentieth century, to an analysis centred upon how freak show performers 

actively responded to such cultural change.
122

 

 

Chapter Outline 

This thesis is structured in broadly chronological chapters which track the lives, experiences, 

and strategies of different performers over time. I have deliberately eschewed a taxonomic 
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organisation based on different enfreaked bodily ‘types’ – ‘hairy’ or bearded people, giants, 

dwarves, conjoined twins, ‘limbless wonders’ – because such a structure would reproduce a 

restrictive bodily typology, steeped in historically contingent normative categorisations of 

race, gender, disability, sexuality, and class.
123

 Instead, these were staged personas, 

performances which poached on the instability of these categories and markers of identity, 

and played with the impossibility of containing the freakish within any kind of neat and safe 

classification. While at times my chapters might be perceived to be organised in terms of 

biological condition (for instance, the first chapter’s focus on the McKoys and Bunkers, both 

of whom were conjoined twins), I pay particular attention to the historical specifity of the 

constructed identities and performed personas of the people whose lives grace these pages. 

My choice is also informed by a conscious desire to efface restrictive medicalised narratives 

of freakish bodies, in favour of a conceptualisation less fixed in biology and pathological 

condition. 

The first two chapters of this thesis focus on the nineteenth century up until the first 

decades of the twentieth, when freak shows began to lose their wider cultural appeal. Chapter 

One examines the long and successful careers of two sets of conjoined twin performers – 

Chang and Eng Bunker and Millie and Christine McKoy, whose nineteenth century 

performances hinged upon challenging dominant racial and gendered discourses of the day. 

The Bunkers, who were of Chinese dissent, impinged upon Southern white masculinity 

through purchasing land in North Carolina, marrying white Southern women, and purchasing 

slaves. The McKoys, black women born into slavery shortly before the Civil War, employed 

a powerful politics of respectability in performances throughout their careers, securing land 

for themselves and their newly freed parents during the volatile period of Reconstruction. 

Both sets of twins navigated the dual and intersecting discourses of public exhibition and 
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private medical interrogation during a period in which freak shows and prominent physicians 

profited from each other’s cooperation.
124

 

The second chapter focuses on photographic technologies in freak show promotional 

strategies. Freak show performers used bourgeois style portraiture as a way of conferring 

status and respectability. I challenge claims that such techniques were indulgent examples of 

‘self-delusion’, taking seriously performers’ claims to respectable status.
125

 I analyse such 

portraits within the context of Alan Sekula’s concept of the ‘shadow archive’ by drawing 

attention to photographic practices aimed at more repressively defining, racializing, or 

criminalising the abject body. Repressive portraiture was contingent upon the extent to which 

extraordinary bodies could convincingly claim an elevated status and control their own 

representation. Layering multiple complex meanings over their bodies was an effective tactic 

of visual display in a culture where wondrous fecundity still held sway within animistic 

worldviews which preserved a place for the exotic and the inexplicable. Freak show 

performers chose to adopt bourgeois photographic portraiture fully aware of the more 

restrictive biometric photographic practices employed in anthropology, medicine and eugenic 

studies.
126

 Engagements with medical men always carried the risk of a loss of power in self-

representation, yet claims to empowered respectability through the commercial images 

depicted in cabinet cards and carte-de-visites also lost their effectiveness as both the 

                                                           
124

 This is not to say such a relationship was always easy  or one of unqualified support. The conflict between 

the Bunker twins’ family and the Philadelphia medical community shortly after Chang and Eng’s death 

(addressed in Chapter One) highlights this. 
125

 Photojournalist Michael Mitchell claimed that freak show performers who strained for respectability and elite 

status were indulging in a make-believe ‘game of pretend’, thereby reducing such claims to mere parodic self-

delusion. Michael Mitchell, Monsters: Human Freaks in America's Gilded Age (Toronto: ECW Press, 2002),  

29-30. 
126

 On repressive photographic practices and the ‘shadow archive’ see Allan Sekula, "The Body and the 

Archive," in The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge, 

Mass.: The MIT Press, 1989; reprint, 1992); John Tagg, The Disciplinary Frame: Photographic Truths and the 

Capture of Meaning (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009); John Tagg, The Burden of 

Representation : Essays on Photographies and Histories (Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1988); Lalvani, 

Photography, Vision, and the Production of Modern Bodies; Maxwell, Picture Imperfect. 



45 
 

extraordinary body and the photographic lens were affected by the cultural disenchantment of 

animistic worldviews in America.
127

  

The dissertation then moves to the early twentieth century. It was a period characterised 

by the expansion of industrial capitalism, mechanised mass production, and the mass 

immigration of eastern and southern Europeans, whose whiteness was deemed questionable 

to support such expansion. These changes coincided with elite concerns over civilisational 

decline and societal regression, precipitating a shift in racial science to assuage such fears. By 

this period the medicalization of so-called freaks had displaced public entertainment 

spectacle as the dominant mode of discourse, and this dissertation thereby places this 

discursive shift within the context of the increasing application of eugenicist theories to 

society.
128

 Chapter three turns to the life of Francesco Lentini, an Italian immigrant who 

performed on American freak show circuits and whose career spanned the first half of the 

twentieth century. His particular style of self-representation reflected American 

reconceptualisations of white masculinity toward a younger, more virile and athletic model, 

rather than older ideals of Victorian manliness based on self-control and mastery. I argue that 

Lentini’s performances, at the very moment that the freak show began to lose cultural 

authority in the face of medical and mechanical conceptualisations of the human body, 

situated his three legged body as an example of masculine efficiency and supernumerary 

able-bodiedness to fend off the very real possibilities of eugenic, anti-immigrant, criminal, or 

‘disabled’ readings of his body. 
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 The fourth chapter examines the worldview of short-statured performer Buddie 

Thompson. It pays particular attention to his 1936 text John Public as We See Him, written 

paradoxically as both an insider’s study and defence of ‘Little People’ and their 

perspectives.
129

 Thompson offered a textual ‘return gaze’ to his audience, but often utilised 

1930s biomedical and endocrine discourses to do so. Ultimately, he rejected experimental 

hormonal intervention as a ‘treatment’ for short-statured people in favour of embracing a 

Little People performer culture and empowering critique of the everyday American consumer 

and citizen ‘John Public’. His return gaze, however, reflected his own privileged 

intersectional position as an educated white man, and as such the ‘Little Person’ show culture 

and solidarity he celebrated was complicated by his own nativism, racism and patriarchal 

perspective. Nonetheless, in spite of the advantage his racial, educational and gender 

privilege afforded him, Thompson had to interject in both endocrinological and popular 

discourses surrounding the bodies and alleged psychological personalities of Little People 

when speaking on behalf of his show community. 

The final chapter analyses Robert Ripley’s ‘Believe It or Not’ Odditoriums of the 1930s, 

which subsumed the ‘freakish’ under a broader concept of ‘oddity’, now packaged for 

middlebrow American consumption, often through an orientalist racial gendered discourse. 

Ripley’s textual depictions of freakery through the ‘Believe It or Not’ cartoon, as well as the 

live displays at World’s Fair ‘Odditoriums’ reflected the turn towards ‘working’ and ‘torture’ 

acts in the last decades of the popular freak show. Still, performers with ‘extraordinary 

bodies’ nonetheless persisted in the Ripley version of the freak show. I explore in greater 

detail the experiences of two performers with readily apparent congenital differences who 

first appeared in Ripley Odditoriums as young children – Frieda Pushnik and Betty Lou 

Williams. ‘Cuteness’ was an important part of their tactically-constructed early performances 
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and mitigated the increasing cultural impropriety of their display, but they soon developed 

more empowering - and equally profitable - strategies for the rest of their careers. Frieda 

Pushnik characterised her career in terms of working class pride in her degree of toil and 

professionalism before large rotating crowds of onlookers. Betty Lou Williams, as an African 

American performer, engaged with the Black Chicago press as a way of securing her claims 

to black middle class respectability, eschewing the manager/showman-centred narratives of 

outdoor amusement trade journals like Billboard. 

When Foppe was confronted with a scrapbook filled with images of Charles Tripp he was 

faced with the uneasy legacy of what was once a leading part of mainstream American 

entertainment – not just pictures of another man born in his home state without arms. Despite 

the ‘immediate connection’ Foppe described upon seeing Tripp drinking tea with his foot, 

what is more interesting is how little that image (strategically constructed within the 

aggrandizing performance style of bourgeois portraiture) could have told him about Tripp’s 

personal life and worldview.
130

 No doubt Foppe has had innumerable instances of having to 

negotiate what Rosemarie Garland Thomson has called ‘the stare’, an experience common to 

many people with visible disabilities, whereby the disabled subject is ‘reframed’ as an ‘icon 

of deviance’.
131

 However, it is unlikely that the motivational speaking world of corporate 

America has given Foppe many opportunities to consider how freak show performers of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries negotiated their pre-disability rights movement 

worlds. Yet, in some ways, what Tripp discovered in Barnum’s Museum when he first 

embarked on his career, and what Foppe found in the works and mentorship of Zig Ziglar 
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was similar. Both discovered ways of making a living, and ways of publicly presenting 

themselves to others in a manner well-suited to their historical time and place.
132

  

The real challenge in interpreting the lives of these performers involves coming to terms 

with the historically constructed, multiple and contested understandings of normalcy and 

difference they negotiated. Shot through with fluid conceptualisations of race, gender, able-

bodiedness, respectability and class, regimes of normalisation and freak show performance 

are not reducible to any singular physical ‘condition’ (being armless), nor simplistic division 

between contemporary ‘progressive’ medical understandings of disability and earlier 

‘exploitative’ exhibitions of ‘freakishness’. Freak show performers embodied complex 

identities which played with the anxieties, fears, and assumptions of a specific period, as well 

as changes in the amusement industries and popular taste. They did not remain passive as 

older presentation styles became less profitable or conferred less respect, nor did their 

perspectives and identities simply reflect those of the showmen and managers they worked 

with. As people with complex and intersecting identities, their attitudes and perspectives 

varied enormously. The specific performers I have focused upon ranged from slave to 

slaveowner, from sharecropping roots to university-level education, from black pride to racist 

bigotry. Some, like the bearded lady Jane Barnell, put on aristocratic airs, while others, like 

Frieda Pushnik, found pride in the working grind of a show business professional. All refused 

to be characterised by others alone. By choosing to engage with (or limit their interactions 

with) print and photographic technologies, as well as the professionalising medical 

establishment, so-called ‘freaks’ actively sought to control how their bodies were read and 

interpreted. Their promotional strategies will, in the pages that follow, reveal far more about 
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the multiple perspectives of people with extraordinary bodies than any medical taxonomy of 

human biological difference. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Navigating Marginalized Space: Conjoined Performances of 

Respectability  

 

On the 15
th

 of February 1874, Zacharias W. Haynes, son-in-law of Chang Bunker, had a letter 

to the editor published in The Daily News (Raleigh, NC), in which he launched a staunch 

defence of the character of his late father- and uncle-in-law.
1
 Chang and Eng Bunker, more 

commonly known as the ‘Siamese Twins’, had died on the 17
th

 of January and had been the 

subject of immediate and widely published speculation as to what was to happen to their 

bodies. Local and national newspapers called for autopsies, accused the newly widowed 

wives of intending to show the bodies for profit, and otherwise published all kinds of 

malicious rumours and unfavourable rewrites of the supposed lives of America’s ‘Siamese 

Twins’.
2
 Meanwhile, the medical establishment similarly pushed its own interests ahead of 

those of the grieving family. Prominent physicians from Philadelphia, with the help of local 

family physicians from Surry County, demanded an autopsy on the basis of the twins’ use of 

medical reports as advertising for their exhibitions during their lengthy and lucrative careers.
3
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 Z.W.H., ‘The True History of the Life and Character of the Siamese Twins - A Correction of a Number of 

Erroneous Statements that Have Been Made Concerning Them’, The Daily News, February 15, 1874, 2. 
2
 Haynes was specifically responding to the reprint of a New York Sun article in the Baltimore Sun. I have drawn 

upon a reprint of the same article in ‘The Siamese Twins: Sketch of the Famous Pair, and Some Particulars of 

Their Death’, The Morning Star, January 23, 1874. The article originally appeared as ‘The Dead Siamese 

Twins’, New York Sun, January 21 1874. The Sun article and its reprints at the national and local levels was just 

one of many malicious reports from the period on the lives of the Bunkers. See Orser, The Lives of Chang & 

Eng, 176-92, 238-39. 
3
 As historian Joseph Orser has shown, local family doctors Joseph Hollingsworth and William Hollingsworth in 

their discussions with the newly widowed Adelaide and Sarah Bunker stressed the impossibility of guarding the 

twins’ bodies from the (very real) threat of grave-robbers, that they could not trust local townspeople and close 

friends who could be ‘bought’, and that there was no shame in gaining something for the bodies by promising 

them to trusted friends (such as the medical establishment). Joseph Hollingsworth then travelled to Philadelphia 

in which a commission from the College of Physicians was organised, who then travelled back to Surry County 

to Eng’s household to convince the widows to allow a post mortem. The autopsy was eventually permitted by 

Adelaide and Sarah (whose eldest sons had still not been able to return home), who were clearly under duress 

and pressure from the medical physicians. This final decision was at odds with at least some of the adult Bunker 

children. Nannie Bunker, Eng’s eldest daughter, protested loudly against a post-mortem and removal of their 

bodies from the property, before reluctantly giving her consent. Christopher Bunker, Chang’s eldest son, would 

later express frustration that Adelaide and Sarah had been coerced into changing their minds and giving up the 
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Misinformation in the press surrounding the intentions of the Bunker family supported the 

intentions of Philadelphia’s eminent medical men. Amongst various other rumours, they 

claimed the widows intended to embalm and exhibit the twins’ bodies for profit, rather than 

further scientific knowledge with a post mortem.
4
  

Haynes rejected several scurrilous claims. He corrected that the twins had married 

local Wilkes County sisters, not English chambermaids with a Lancashire accent, a class-

laden rumour clearly meant to disparage the twins’ social status. He further outlined that only 

two of Chang’s children had been born ‘deaf mutes’ as oppose to the various reports of 

several ‘deaf and dumb’ children born to both Chang and Eng. Haynes defended the 

intelligence of the Bunker twins which had been labelled as having ‘scarcely rose above low 

cunning,’ alongside not unrelated reports (given the contemporary influence of physiognomy) 

of their ‘particularly repelling, yellow in hue’ faces.
5
 He further defended the even-tempers of 

the Bunker twins by rejecting a still-lasting stereotype that they were violent and 

quarrelsome, as he maintained that ‘nobody but a donkey would, for a moment give credit to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
conditions as to what the physicians could and could not do were followed. For example, the physicians were 

denied permission to cut any parts of the body that would be visible to the public eye (their heads and the front 
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was also repeatedly made in local and national newspapers. Orser, The Lives of Chang & Eng, 184-85; ‘The 

Siamese Twins’, New York Herald, January 22, 1874; ‘The Siamese Twins.’; ‘The Negotiations for the Bodies 
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mix race families. John Kuo Wei Tchen, New York before Chinatown: Orientalism and the Shaping of American 

Culture 1776-1882 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 227-32. I have drawn upon the 

reprint of this article in ‘The Siamese Twins: Sketch of the Famous Pair, and Some Particulars of Their Death’. 

Originally appeared as ‘The Dead Siamese Twins’. 
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the atrocious lies’ concerning a fictitious fight between Chang and Eng in Barnum’s 

Museum.
6
 Haynes’ letter, published the very day before the autopsy in Philadelphia finally 

commenced, was a final attempt to maintain control over the image and representation of 

Chang and Eng Bunker, a struggle the twins had themselves fought during their careers.
7
 

Haynes interjected into a hostile discursive environment a reminder of how the twins 

themselves constructed and viewed their own lives and careers. Public curiosity, the media, 

and the medical community had all been crucial factors in their financial success. But 

respectability, honour, maintaining dignity, respect and privacy amidst a career of public 

exhibition was a constant struggle for the Bunkers. Success, autonomy and respectability 

were not guaranteed by their bodily condition as curiosities: it was constructed, performed 

and contested; at times successfully, but always in need of constant upkeep. Specifically in 

the South, both before and following the Civil War, respectability was also intrinsically 

bound up with ideals of honour and integrity, which often required reinforcement through 

physical violence.
8
 The Bunkers first began to lose their struggle for honour and 

respectability as their health failed in the 1870s, but ultimately lost their fight for both on an 

autopsy table in Philadelphia in 1874, as well as in national print.
9
 

                                                           
6
 This is just some of the malicious misinformation which Haynes addressed, further misinformation concerning 

the two Bunker families living arrangements were also addressed, amongst other taints on their character. 

Z.W.H., "The True History of the Life and Character of the Siamese Twins," 2. 
7
 An initial examination of the twins’ bodies was made on February 1

st
 (already more than two weeks after their 

death) in the Eng household. This was performed immediately after the commission of physicians from 

Philadelphia had gained permission from the Bunker widows. It was soon decided that a full autopsy required 

that the bodies be taken to the Philadelphia College of Physicians, where the autopsy itself did not take place 

until the 16
th

 and lasted until the 19
th

. Orser, The Lives of Chang & Eng, 180-81; ‘Chang and Eng: The Progress 

of the Autopsy - The Mystery of the Connecting Band - Anatomy of Brain and Liver’, The Brooklyn Daily 

Eagle, February 19 1874; ‘Autopsy of the Siamese Twins’, The Daily News, February 20, 1874., Siamese Twins 

Collection, Autopsy Report, Newspaper Clippings, North Carolina State Archives; ‘The Siamese Twins 

Autopsy – The Enigmas of Their Life at Last Settled’, The Daily News, February 20, 1874, 2, Siamese Twins 

Collection, Autopsy Report, Newspaper Clippings, North Carolina State Archives. 
8
 Edward L. Ayers, Vengeance and Justice: Crime and Punishment in the 19th Century American South  (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1984),  9-16, 23-33; Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Southern Honor: Ethics and 

Behavior in the Old South (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 3-4, 338-39, 57-58, 63-65. 
9
 Not only did national and local newspapers contribute to the demand for a post mortem examination of the 

twins, but the details (and speculation) of the eventual arrangement of the autopsy (including Adelaide and 

Sarah’s restrictions, which were often condemned), as well as the findings of the autopsy itself, were also 

widely published in the media. ‘The Siamese Twins: Objection of Their Families to a Post Mortem 

Examination’, The Morning Star, January 24, 1874; ‘Death of the Siamese Twins’, The Hillsborough Recorder, 
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Less than a decade before the death of the Bunker twins, another pair of conjoined 

twins were engaged in similar struggles over respectability in a performing career which 

rested upon public interest in their body/bodies. In Raleigh, July 1866, State Senator Leander 

S. Gash was representing the newly formed western county of Transylvania (Ashville and the 

surrounding area) as North Carolina’s legislature debated the terms of readmission into the 

Union and the Reconstruction of its state government. In his letters home to his wife 

Margaret, Leander Gash recounted some of his daily experiences, one of which was a recent 

performance he had witnessed by ‘the two headed negro girl’. Gash described the fourteen-

year-old corporeal marvel’s ‘two perfect heads and arms’ and how they were ‘two perfect 

persons from the middle of the back up’, but one person through the abdomen and bowels, 

before fanning out to make ‘two pair of legs and feet.’ However, while the divergent body of 

the twins was clearly at the heart of the attention they held for onlookers, the two-headed 

girl’s performance clearly did not stop with their bodily exhibition. Indeed, Gash’s letter 

recounted their graceful movements, wonderful singing and dancing (they can ‘dance and 

swing around more gracefully than anything you ever seen, out dance anybody’), how they 

were learning to read and write, as well as an account of their equally-remarkable early 

childhood.
10

 The twins were packaged rather than merely displayed, and crucial to this 

packaged image was a tactical performance of respectability and grace.
11

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
January 28 1874; ‘The Dead Twins’, The Morning Star, January 28, 1874; ‘The Siamese Twins’, The New Bern 
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th
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Struggles over discursive representations of race, gender, disability, class and 

sexuality in the daily lives and exhibitions of two sets of conjoined twins are the focus of this 

chapter. In line with my overarching analysis of the American freak show as a contested site 

of performed identities over different historical regimes of normalisation, I will trace the 

strategies of the Bunker and McKoy twins over the course of the nineteenth century. Both 

forged lengthy and financially successful careers, after wresting greater control over their 

own representation as they grew into adolescence and adulthood. While the Bunkers’ 

experiences on the American and global human exhibition circuit began twenty-two years 

before the birth of Millie and Christine McKoy, the careers of both sets of twins overlapped 

for some twenty years. They constructed two distinct and fluid strategies in how they 

represented themselves to the public, in how they engaged with contested discursive 

constructions of their lives and the significance of their bodies. Analysing the McKoys and 

the Bunkers in comparison will demonstrate a fuller picture of the complexities of freak show 

identity across different and intersecting lines of race, gender, class, and disability during the 

heyday of the American freak show.
12

 Central to both Millie and Christine, and Chang and 

Engs’ strategies were two distinctly racial and gendered politics of respectability, each of 

which impinged in different - but related - ways upon the historically fluid regime of 

normalisation, prior to its more pronounced shift towards eugenic scientific medicine in the 

last years of the nineteenth century. 

 

                                                           
12

 The Bunkers and the McKoys do not appear to have used the term ‘freak’ to describe their performances. 

Instead, they opted for more respectable terminology such as ‘private levees’ or viewing rooms. The Bunkers 

mostly travelled and performed on their own with their managers, rather than appearing alongside other freak 

show performers, although they did perform at the American Museum on at least one occasion. The McKoys, 

however, made wide use of a wide variety of exhibition formats. These included hiring private rooms for public 

viewing, performing at Dime Museums such as Frank M. Drew’s as well as large institutions such as the 

American Museum, and they also utilised (unlike the Bunkers) the modern railroad networks by performing 

with circus railroad outfits such as John B. Doris’ Inter-Ocean Show. Both sets of twins were undoubtedly 

premier performers in the industry of human exhibition, regardless of their use/disuse of the term ‘freak’.  
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1.1. Early Histories: Exoticisation, Contested Management and Imposed 

Personas 

When disability historian David Gerber critiqued Robert Bogdan’s Freak Show for advancing 

‘arguments about the display of people with physical anomalies that accept the morality of 

that display’, that assume such display was based on ‘uncoerced consent’ and offered value 

and status to its participants, he advocated a complicated approach to issues of ‘choice and 

consent’. In particular, Gerber used the example of Charles Sherwood Stratton, who 

performed in the nineteenth century as ‘General Tom Thumb’, to try and demonstrate how, 

trained and raised in the ‘freak show’ even before his fifth birthday, the real life choices of 

many freak show performers were visibly constrained, thus casting doubt on the institution as 

an empowering one. For Gerber, Charles Stratton’s performances as Tom Thumb meant a life 

in which his choices were dominated by the showman Phineas T. Barnum, a life which made 

Stratton extremely wealthy, but also humiliated and exploited him.
13

 

 The early careers of both the Bunkers and the McKoys also suggest that the freak 

show could be both exploitative as well as empowering. While Gerber called for a more 

nuanced conceptualisation of choice and consent, he did so in order to push a minority-model 

conceptualisation of disability which completely ignored the historical development of the 

freak show by portraying it as a trans-historic exploitive practice, and thus silenced the 

performers involved. Freak show exhibits by this account are regarded as always exploited, 

disabled, and disempowered people. If they defended their exhibition as a job, as they often 

did, then they were simply ignorant of the reality of their situation.
14

 I will demonstrate 
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 David Gerber, ‘Volition and Valorization in the Analysis of the 'Careers' of People Exhibited in Freak 

Shows’, Disability, Handicap & Society 7, no. 1 (1992): 53-58, 66-68. The debate over Charles Stratton’s life 
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 Otis Jordan’s vocal defence of his career as ‘the Frogman’ in the 1980s is the most often quoted example of a 

freak show performer defending his choice of livelihood, and was explicitly referred to by both Bogdan and 

Gerber. Yet what is not recognised often enough is that this defence was commonly echoed by other freak show 

performers, across different historical periods. Grady Stiles, Jr., the so-called ‘Lobster Boy’, who performed in 
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however, that a nuanced and more accurate conceptualisation of freak show performance 

regards relationships with managers/owners/guardians as fluid and contested, whether within 

the confines of institutionalised enslavement or contractual obligation.
15

  

Chang and Eng Bunker, although already eighteen years old at the start of their 

careers, found themselves bound by a five-year contract to the merchant Captain Abel Coffin. 

Millie and Christine McKoy’s early exhibition history was steeped even further in subaltern 

disempowerment. They were born into bondage in the slave state of North Carolina in 1851, 

contracted for exhibition before they were even one-year-old, and arguably struggled to exert 

significant control over how they were displayed until sometime after emancipation at the age 

of fourteen. Importantly, the performances framed for and by both the Bunkers and McKoys 

involved both distinct and similar elements from those they employed later in their careers, 

when they had considerably greater control over their stage personas. Their politics of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the early and mid-twentieth century, claimed it was a far better life than being ‘prodded’ and ‘poked’ by medical 

men, the seemingly inevitable outcome of being institutionalised. The short-statured freak show performer 

Buddie Thompson (discussed in Chapter Four), emphasised that even in the 1930s employment opportunities 

for Little People were not so limited as many assume. He pointed to the positive advantages offered by a show 

career (travel, earning money while you learn and perfect an act, solidarity with other performers, 

independence), and claimed that travelling ‘midget’ shows offered highly desirable employment. Finally, as 

discussed in Chapter Three of this dissertation, Francesco Lentini, the ‘three-legged man’ also contrasted his life 

and career in stark contrast to an institution for sick and disabled children he had witnessed as a child. 

Hartzman, American Sideshow, 216-17; Thompson, As I Know Them, 41, 48-51.; Francesco Lentini, Life 

History of Francesco A. Lentini Three Legged Wonder, ca 1920-22, Small Collections, Robert L. Parkinson 

Library and Research Center, Circus World Museum.  
15
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respectability were forged and reified in contested relationships of various degrees of 

bondage and constraint, even as they allowed greater freedoms from oversight and control. 

 

1.2. Chang and Eng: Exoticised ‘Orientals’ and Infantilised Youths 

In 1829 Captain Abel Coffin’s merchant ship the Sachem sailed into Newburyport, 

Massachusetts. In addition to trade cargo, Captain Coffin, as described in a letter of June 28 

to his wife Susan Coffin, had in his possession ‘two Chinese Boys 17 years old growth 

together’, to which he added ‘I hope these will prove profitable as a curiosity.’
16

 By this time 

Coffin had made several trips to and from Siam, as well as other parts of the Far East, notably 

China. He was one of many veteran traders from America as the East attracted Western 

merchants long before the Opium Wars and the Treaty of Nanking opened up China to 

exploitative trade and colonial domination. In the 1830s, American trade with China 

amounted to nearly $75 million, a figure eclipsing that of the total debt of the American 

Revolution. As the historian Gary Okihiro has demonstrated, the American frontier had an 

eye to the Pacific well before Frederick Jackson Turner lamented its demise in 1893.
17

 The 

eighteen-year-old Chang and Eng, the ‘profitable curiosity’ carried by Coffin in 1829, would 

soon be exposed to the imperialist discourse of American Orientalism, which had also 

framed, constructed and created how the cargoes of Coffin and other American mariners had 

been understood in America before them. 

 Siam (modern day Thailand) at the time of Coffin’s trade was more commonly a 

destination for American missionaries, which had only opened up trade with the West in 

1826, following Britain’s demonstration of military power through defeat of their main 

political and military rival of Burma. A relatively unknown land in the American 
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 Abel Coffin to Susan Coffin, June 28, 1829, Siamese Twins Collection, North Carolina State Archives; Orser, 

The Lives of Chang & Eng, 9-11, 13-14. 
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 Gary Y. Okihiro, Common Ground: Reimagining American History, ed. Societies American Council of 
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imagination, Siam was ripe for an Orientalist discursive production by American missionaries 

and merchants.
18

 Indeed, it was through another merchant, a Scottish man named Robert 

Hunter, that Coffin first came into contact with Chang and Eng. According to reports in the 

press upon the men’s arrival in Boston (as well as a published examination by prominent 

physician Dr. John C. Warren), Hunter first claimed to have seen the twins swimming in the 

Menam River in 1824. Later, in the first promotional ‘life-story’ pamphlet produced by 

Coffin, Hunter, and then-manager James W. Hale in 1831, Hunter would further claim to 

have befriended the twins and their family over the next five years as he sought permission 

from the Siamese government to take them abroad for exhibition.
19

 With Coffin’s aid in April 

1829 the two men eventually succeeded in their efforts. The twins’ mother was paid an 

undisclosed amount, a vague contract was drawn up (in English), signed by Chang and Eng 

in Chinese characters, and, in Coffin’s own words, he and Hunter now ‘owned’ the eighteen 

year old brothers.
20

 

Following an eight-week period of exhibitions and medical examinations in Boston, 

Providence, Philadelphia and New York, the twins appeared in Britain, arriving in London in 

November 1829. Exhibitions of Chang and Eng on both sides of the Atlantic, throughout the 

course of their careers, frequently made use of the standard freak show exhibition convention 
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of gaining medical ‘authentication’ prior to performances in a new city. This practice was 

advantageous to medical men, who could further their careers by publishing examinations of 

rare  lusus naturae, and for the freak show performers themselves, who could use medical 

testimony to further advertise the show.
21

 For the twins from Siam it was no different. Just as 

John Warren had testified to their extraordinary bodily conjunction (alongside racial, 

gendered and class-based descriptions), several famous physicians examined their bodies 

prior to exhibition in Britain, including Sir Astley Cooper, one of the foremost surgeons in 

Britain, and Sir Henry Halford, then the personal physician to King George IV. George 

Buckley Bolton, another respected physician, became the twins’ personal physician whilst 

they were in Britain.
22

 The English doctors’ reports all indicated and furthered an exoticised 

presentation of the twins by Hunter and Coffin. Bolton prefaced his examination of the twins 

with this brief account: 

‘The king of Siam soon heard of the birth of Chang and Eng, and at first designed to 

have them put to death, conceiving them to be monsters, and imagining that the 

existence of such beings portended some evil to his kingdom. But afterwards hearing 

that they were harmless, and would probably be able to support themselves by labour, 

he allowed them to remain unmolested.’
23

  

The claim that the twins barely escaped execution at the time of the birth was 

consistent with the Orientalist representation of Siam as a ‘backward’ and ‘superstitious’ 

land, ruled by a king whose power was absolute and unchecked by reason or democracy, and 

validated America and Western Europe’s relative liberal enlightenment. The story was often 

repeated alongside claims that Siamese society was subservient to that of China even within 

the kingdom of Siam itself, and that Chang and Eng’s family was particularly impoverished 

despite their Chinese heritage. Additionally, further reports of despotism on the part of the 

King, as well as tongue-in-cheek representations of the twins as ‘facetiously’ considering 

themselves merchants, despite their ‘merely’ having been engaged in the duck and egg trade, 
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were also commonly included in early exhibitions and reports.
24

 All of these elements framed 

the twins’ early performances within an Orientalist narrative of Eastern superstition and 

backwardness versus the modern trade, power, rationality and benevolence of the West. 

Bolton’s report located the impoverishment of Chang and Eng’s origins in their very 

physical features – in the ‘colour of their skins, and in the forms of their noses, lips, eyes, and 

ears’, which supposedly resembled ‘the lower class of the people of Canton’. Additionally, 

for Bolton, not only did their ‘Oriental’ appearance align with a particularly low-class section 

of Chinese society, but their height and advancement through puberty was deemed to be 

significantly less ‘than youths of this country at the age of eighteen years’.
25

 The depiction of 

the twins as being pre-adolescent in their development, regardless of their age, contributed to 

narratives which framed the twins within a child-like, dependent position. Numerous 

instances of this are provided, presumably having been passed on from Coffin, Hunter, or 

Hale to the physician, and thereby revealing how Chang and Eng were to be marketed as an 

‘oriental curiosity’.
26
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himself, that during their voyage to America the twins had a disagreement over whether or not to bathe on a cold 
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The physician described Chang and Eng as being remarkably active in eluding 

attempts to catch them in sport. Other descriptions from the time of their early exhibitions in 

New England and Britain similarly emphasise their playful and rapid activity, in addition to 

their pleasure in participating in childish games.
27

  The twins had variously been described in 

promotional material and doctors’ examinations alike, as running and leaping with great 

agility during the voyage from Siam, including avoiding a possibly fatal fall down an open 

hatchway with a last minute leap, as being jovial compliances in experiments enacted in a 

playful manner (for example, tickling one twin while the other is not looking in order to test 

shared sensation, or being awoken during the night by curious doctors intent on testing 

whether both Chang and Eng would wake simultaneously). 
28

 The influence of Coffin, 

Hunter, and a third man contracted as manager since the Boston exhibition by the name of 

James W. Hale, were described in terms of benign kindness and patriarchal guidance, further 

positioning the twins as wilful boys in receipt of beneficial guidance: 

‘I cannot here deny myself the pleasure of stating the kindness which has at all times 

been evinced towards these youths by Captain COFFIN, Mr. HUNTER, and Mr. 

HALE : the unwearied anxiety manifested by these gentlemen for their welfare and 

happiness, and the liberal manner in which they have uniformly afforded the means of 

investigating so curious an object of philosophical inquiry, entitle them equally to the 

thanks of the philanthropist and the lover of science.’
29

 

 

Medical periodicals such as the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal further denied 

the twins the independence and voice of adult masculinity. While articles gave detailed 

physical descriptions of their body/bodies, they virtually erased their presence from 

descriptions of examinations by competing doctors’ speculations. Citing regret at the twins’ 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
day. According to Bolton, however, the merchant captain ‘soon reconciled the difference’ by interjecting in the 
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lack of knowledge (in 1830) of English, Greek, Latin, or Hebrew (an observation designed to 

humorously highlight the difference between the education and advancement of the twins 

from Siam and the elite of Britain’s’ top physicians and surgeons), Chang and Eng were 

thereby forced to remain essentially voiceless dependents in how they were represented to the 

medical community.
30

 Despite being young men at aged eighteen, who had been supporting a 

family back home in Siam through merchant proficiency and a variety of different labours 

(fishing and producing coconut oil, among others), Chang and Eng were presented as 

children, a position which reinforced the racial patriarchal position of the men who exhibited 

them for profit, furthered strengthen by a vague and exploitative contract, as well as the 

authoritative position of scientific medicine.
31

  

The discursive infantilisation of Chang and Eng in the early stages of their freak show 

exhibition did more than simply strengthen the position of Hunter, Coffin, and then Hale.
32

 It 

was also consistent with the Orientalist discourse which surrounded the early packaging of 

their performances. Infantilisation of the East contributes to how it has been historically 
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positioned in a disempowered position to Western authority. By framing the Orient as child-

like and/or feminising it as sexually alluring and dependent, the authority of Western science, 

gaze, religion, has been produced and reinforced in order to strengthen imperial and colonial 

projects.
33

 Certain obvious signifiers marked Chang and Eng as ‘Oriental’ during their early 

performances, such as the long braided queue, Chinese dress, and descriptions (by doctors 

and show promoters alike) which drew attention to racialised physical characteristics. The 

shape of their forehead and eyes, their stature, and depictions of the twins as dependent 

children were equally crucial to their exotic ‘orientalisation’ and feminization as Asian 

men.
34

 

Finally, the infantilisation of the ‘Siamese Boys’ played a crucial role in containing 

potentially threatening aspects of the twins’ exhibition. Maintaining a respectable show 

appropriate for the viewing pleasures of the ascendant bourgeois middle classes and the 

sensibilities of femininity - understood as both a moral influence and something to be 

protected/contained/preserved from corrupting influences - were (and would remain) 

essential to the success of the freak show during the nineteenth century.
35

 The twins were 

encased within a discourse of Oriental childishness that contributed to their image and 

consumption as essentially harmless, if instructive, lusus naturae.  They were packaged as 

banal ‘curiosities’ who ladies and children could gaze upon without fear of repugnance, 

horror, corruption, or even the potentially physically harmful effects of ‘maternal impression’ 

– all of these supposed dangers were muted by their representation as dependent children: 

‘… it need scarcely be observed, that the most fastidious female will find nothing in 

the exhibition to wound her delicate feelings. Ladies of the first rank, both in Europe 
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and America, have visited them daily in great numbers; and of all who have honoured 

them with their company, none have appeared more gratified than the gentler sex.’
36

 

 

If a crucial aspect of (American audiences’) fascination with the twins’ bodies was the 

challenge their conjoined state seemed to pose to fundamental values of American 

republicanism – such as autonomy and masculine individualism – their racialised childlike 

and exotic presentation muted these same challenges so as to render them unthreatening.
37

  

While seemingly captive to each other’s bodies, Chang and Eng were nevertheless packaged 

as wilful, active boys. Their exhibition was not presented as a horrific testament to the evils of 

unfreedom, it was an instructive display of an exotic and appropriate curiosity. Chang and 

Eng, appearing as Oriental children before the presumably white, American, paying public, 

and private medical examination, nevertheless had to be exhibited in accordance with the 

dictates of contemporary respectability and propriety. Chang and Eng would later utilise a 

more specific formulation of respectability – geared around Southern ideals of honour and 

white manhood - as the means for securing  their careers and autonomy. 

  

1.3.  Millie and Christine: Enslavement, Examination, and Paternalism: 

Unlike Chang and Eng Bunker, the McKoys appeared on the American and global freak 

show circuit from infancy. Born into slavery, their freedom was curtailed from birth, rather 

than by contract during young adulthood. Moreover, the context in which they demanded and 

received greater control over their own lives and exhibition was during the fraught racial 

climate of the post-emancipation South, rather than, as in the case of Chang and Eng, as we 

shall see, amidst pre-Civil War debates over the institution of slavery. For both sets of twins, 

however, it was crucial to forge a politics of respectability that articulated gendered, class 

status and a position of empowerment in response to their particular historical context. 
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 In July 1851, ‘Millie-Christine’ was born within the surrounds of a slave cabin on 

Jabez McKay’s farm in southeastern North Carolina, near Whiteville.
38

 A show pamphlet 

produced at least fifty years later claimed that her master Mr. McKay and his ‘amiable lady,’ 

immediately brought ‘her’ – rendered singular here - from the slave cabin to the mansion and 

cared for her lovingly.
39

 But it is perhaps equally likely that Menemia (the twin’s mother) 

tended to her own baby.
40

 Given the financial success of the original ‘Siamese Twins,’ Chang 

and Eng Bunker, it seems possible that Mr. McKay did provide extensive care for what he 

must have recognised as a valuable financial opportunity. Whichever is true, for Millie, 

Christine, and their family, the central fact was of enslavement. She/they were either 

neglected and controlled as slaves in the quarters, or taken from their mother and nurtured as 

a valuable resource whose bodies would not produce a profit from cotton, but entertainment.  

The twins soon came under the control of a string of different managers, as various 

showmen and slaveholders recognized their value and competed for control over their bodies. 

John C. Pervis from South Carolina was contracted to exhibit the girls when they were just 10 

months old. In 1853 they changed hands again when Pervis brokered a deal between McKay 

and a buyer named Brower who was himself financially backed by the most well-known 
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slave-owner in the story of the Carolina twins, Joseph Pearson Smith.
41

 However, according 

to show pamphlets sold during the twins’ later performances, it was while they were managed 

by Brower that the McKoy twins were ‘stolen’ by a ‘mysterious Texan’, who was in turn 

fooled by two showmen – William Thompson and William J. L. Millar.
42

  

In August, 1854 the twins made a brief appearance at Barnum’s American Museum, 

exhibited as the ‘Celebrated African United Twins’, and depicted in a show bill in white 

dresses and striped stockings.
43

 The document, as in the early promotional material for Chang 

and Eng, also testified to the close relationship between scientific medicine and the popular 

exhibition of human ‘curiosities’ during the nineteenth century. Not only were the twins 

advertised as appropriate objects for public edification (alongside instructional and thrilling 

animal exhibits such as a Boa Constrictor and a Rhinoceros), an excerpt from a published 

medical examination of Millie and Christine further legitimised public curiosity.
44

 The 

original medical report reveals just how invasive and lurid such examinations might be: 

‘If the children be separated as widely as the uniting band will permit upon the side 

towards which the inclination exists, the hips (one of each child) united as above 

described, closely resemble the buttocks of a normal child, and between them is 

situated a common anus. If the legs of either child be separated, the vulva is brought 

into view; the upper part of which is not unusual, but at the lower portion it unites 

with the vulva of the other child, thus forming a common vulva consisting of the 

conjoined, upper or pubic halves of two vulvae. Upon separating the labia of this 

conjoined vulva the entrance to the vagina of each child is shown to be perfectly 

distinct, separated externally, however, but by a thin septum. The urethrae are also 

distinct’.
45
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Both the McKoy and the Bunker twins (Chang and Eng had adopted the American surname 

of ‘Bunker’ by this stage), maintained a fraught relationship with the medical community.
46

 

Medical testimony did contribute to the success of their careers which, once they gained 

greater control of the profits from their performances, proved to be sources of considerable 

wealth. Yet both sets of twins also experienced severe discomfort at the hands of the medical 

community. The McKoys, in particular, given the intimacy of their connection to one 

another, suffered from perverse and arguably prurient medical interest. In a show pamphlet 

published after they gained a greater control of freedom over their performances, they 

revealed how they had been ‘daily scanned from head to feet’, alongside numerous 

testimonials from respected physicians which testify to this claim.
47

 All of the numerous 

showmen who kidnapped, owned, managed or otherwise controlled the twins made great use 

of this standard convention of the contemporary freak show, and it was only in the years 

following emancipation that the McKoys were able to refuse painful and intimate attention 

from the medical community. 

According to Millar, he did not come into possession of Millie and Christine until 

after April 1855, claiming to have found them in the possession of a ‘spotted woman’ in 

Boston, to whom he paid an undisclosed amount of money in return for the twins. Millar does 

not mention his fellow showman William Thompson in this account, published sometime 

after the showmen had fallen out with one another, over their competing claims of 

management/ownership of the twins.
48
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By May or June 1855, Millar and Thompson, likely intent on escaping the reaches of 

the fugitive slave act, were exhibiting the twins in Canada and later, in Britain. The showmen 

devised a narrative of the twins’ early lives which played upon anti-slavery sentiment first 

popularised in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Both nations had 

abolished the slave trade, and Millar and Thompson couched their exhibitions of the twins in 

terms which both defended against claims of exploitation and enslavement and profited from 

the global attention American slavery was receiving just a few years before the Civil War. 

The Quebec Mercury carried the earliest surviving account of this narrative, which remained 

fairly consistent throughout Millar and Thompson’s exhibitions of the twins, both during 

their partnership and in separate performances following their separation: 

‘They were born in Africa, and when only a year old were dragged off together with 

both their parents, and three brothers and two sisters; and sold into slavery in Cuba. 

During the winter of 1850, Dr. Maginley, of North Carolina, purchased them as 

interesting natural curiosities, and removed them to the United States. Unfortunately 

the Doctor, who was very kind to them, died early in the following year, when they 

were sold with the remainder of the goods and effects of his estate, and thrown upon 

the world.’
49

 

 

Millie and Christine were therefore exoticised, not merely as slaves (which they were), but as 

native Africans, termed the ‘United African Twins’, who had been then enslaved by a horrific 

and equally exotic trade in Cuba. Like Chang and Eng Bunker before them, their bodily 

conjoinment was not deemed sufficient for their enacted performances, and racial 

exoticisation was employed to promote further interest.
50

 While not mentioned in the Quebec 

Mercury article, English newspapers reporting their performances a little over a month later 
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further added that the twins were accompanied by a Cuban nanny, who attended Millie and 

Christine in addition to providing information on slavery in Cuba and the American South.
51

  

The story published in the Quebec Mercury and reproduced in Britain further depicted 

the infant Millie and Christine as in need of paternal protection following the death of the 

(surely fictitious) Dr. Maginley. After detailing how they were purchased by another, 

unnamed, man for $400 with the intent of exhibiting the twins, the story claimed they were 

taken to Philadelphia. Pennsylvania, ‘being a free State, and the little slaves, ‘not being 

runaway negroes,’ – the Government, by a judgement of the court, declared them free, and 

appointed Professor Millar and Mr. Thompson their guardians’. Finally, the two showmen 

were supposedly credited with being appointed by this court the responsibility of paying 

annual sums over the next five years towards the manumission of the rest of the twins’ 

family. Not only were the twins exotic prodigies from Africa, their exhibitions themselves 

were packaged as assisting the abolitionist cause.
52

 

Barely a month later, on July 24
th

, 1855, the twins and their ‘guardians’ arrived in 

Liverpool aboard the ship Arab.
53

 They played at the Theatre Royal in Liverpool, still under 

the heading of the ‘United African Twins’, before Millar broke with Thompson by 

absconding with Christine, Millie, and the Cuban nanny to Dundee where he immediately 

placed them on exhibition at Thistle Hall.
54

  The infuriated Thompson immediately placed a 

notice of Millar’s ‘theft’ in the Liverpool Sun of August 20
th

, giving a detailed description of 

the missing showman and the twins.
55

 By August 31, Dundee papers were already reporting 

that Millar had lost the twins to a violent group of men who brutally kidnapped them outside 
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Thistle Hall. These ‘prize-fighters’, as Millar later identified them, had been hired by 

Thompson for this purpose.
56

 For more than a year and a half Thompson was able to profit 

from exhibition of the twins in England and Scotland. Thompson employed the same 

narrative strategy in his exhibitions as he had while with Millar, maintaining the story about 

‘Dr. Maginley’, billing the twins as African, and even elaborating on their alleged African 

origins by claiming they were from the village of ‘Tamboo’.
57

 Meanwhile Millar, realising he 

required Millie and Christine’s mother if a successful court proceeding was to be made 

against his rival partner, made contact with Joseph Pearson Smith – the man who legally 

owned and had been searching for his valuable investment.
58

   

Upon hearing from Millar, Smith purchased not only Millie and Christine’s mother, 

but the rest of her family from Jabez McKay. Biographer Joanne Martell accepted the claims 

made by show pamphlets, sold at later performances by the McKoy twins, that Smith was a 

good-hearted man intent on reuniting a family broken by kidnapping.
59

 Indeed, Smith does 

appear to have genuinely wanted to reunite the McKoys, as evidenced by his correspondence 

with Millar: 

‘If it be impossible to get them back again [the twins], you shall hear from me again 

as to the sale of the parents, as I would like for them to be together, but it is much 

more desirable to me to get them back.’
60
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However, Smith had also contributed to the original separation of the McKoys when he had 

undersigned Brower’s purchase of the twins from Jabez McKay, so his actions must be 

judged with a grain of salt. It is equally likely that Smith was engaging in moral posturing as 

a strategy in the negotiations, and thereby using the discourse of Southern paternalism to his 

own ends. Moreover, as clearly shown in his letter to Millar, there were clear economic limits 

to Smith’s desire to reunite the family. He clearly privileged ownership of the McKoys 

himself, and would only part with the remaining family members as a last resort and only 

through agreement upon an acceptable price. If the complex and contradictory ideology of 

paternalism dominant in Southern slave society pushed Smith to purchase the whole McKoy 

family (when he really only required the twins’ mother, Monemia, in order to push for a 

claim in British courts against Thompson), he also stood to make a good deal of money out of 

the valuable twins.
61

  

Smith and Monemia arrived in Liverpool on New Years’ Day, 1857, aboard the 

Atlantic. After meeting up with Millar, travelling to Birmingham (where the twins were 

currently being exhibited), visiting the Superintendent of Police and the American vice 

consul for advice on how to act, they eventually confronted Thompson during a performance 

by the twins. The Biographical Sketch of Millie Christine, a show pamphlet published late in 

the twins’ careers, recounted the story in sensationalist terms, replete with an emotional 

outburst from Monemia, an ‘honest Scotsman’ who prevented Thompson from ‘stealing’ the 

twins away once more, and an eventual escape (without the twins) by Thompson from an 

angry mob by jumping from a second story window.
62

  

In the court case that followed, Thompson waved documentation from courts in 

Philadelphia which allegedly made him guardian of the twins, and, given the fact that Smith 
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was a legal slaveholder from North Carolina, had the opportunity to present himself as a 

champion of emancipation rather than an exploiter of children.
63

 Yet newspaper accounts and 

later published show ‘histories’ indicated that the similarity in appearance between Monemia 

and the twins was seen as  clear enough evidence of their relation. Moreover, despite the 

presence of the slaveholder Smith as well as Thompson’s claims to legal guardianship, 

Britain’s abolition stance was instead used as evidence on the side of the party from North 

Carolina. It was argued that Monemia was a free woman from the moment she touched 

English soil, entitled to the protection of English laws, and therefore nothing should be 

allowed to interfere with her right to demand her children.
64

  

In any case Monemia, along with her daughters, were unable to enjoy those freedoms 

and protections for very long, returning to North Carolina, and enslavement, following a last 

run of exhibitions under the joint management of Smith and Millar. Monemia’s own opinions 

and thoughts on slavery were obscured by newspaper reports which attributed to her unlikely, 

racially stereotyped attitudes towards slavery, including that she would rather be in North 

Carolina since the ‘eatin’ and cookin’ don’t suit me here.’
65

 It is impossible to discern her 

real thoughts concerning her and her family’s life as slaves. However, a totally unfamiliar 

world thousands of miles from her husband and the rest of her children was hardly a 

conceivable place to escape the regime of slavery. As Bernth Lindfors has argued, in the final 

analysis Joseph Smith legally regained possession of Millie and Christine in the Birmingham 

court by pretending that she and her mother, having set foot on British soil, were no longer 
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slaves, a fact that is only further complicated by the McKoy sisters’ continuing relationship 

with the Smith family even following emancipation.
66

 

Joseph Smith’s interest in the twins was more than a benevolent act of reuniting a 

family torn apart, as made clear from his actions following the Birmingham ruling. Within 

the month he had formed a partnership in exhibiting the twins with Millar, one of the very 

men he had supposedly sought to ‘rescue’ Millie and Christine from. On January 19
th

, 1857, 

they appeared at the Waterloo Rooms in Edinburgh, billed as the ‘African Twins, United by 

Nature, Accompanied by Their Mother, Who Has Recently Been Liberated From Slavery.’
67

 

The performance was consistent with those given by the twins under Millar and Thompson 

over the past two years. While it was no longer falsely claimed that they were born in Africa, 

they were still exoticised as ‘African Twins’, whose last names now took the distinctly less-

European spelling of ‘Makoi’. The ‘Dr. Maginley story’ was reformulated accordingly - he 

now discovered the twins in his own state (rather than distant Africa), and his death saw them 

come under Millar’s charge, who in turn had them stolen by a ‘body of prize-fighters’. 

Abolitionist sentiment was still tapped into by the claim that proceeds were working towards 

the purchase of the freedom of Millie and Christine’s parents, while the slaveholder Smith 

made no appearance by name in the narrative.
68

 

According to the show pamphlet the History of the Carolina Twins, Millar soon 

betrayed the terms of the agreement with Smith and began mistreating the twins and their 

mother.
69

 Not long after exhibitions in Edinburgh during February, 1857, Smith and the 

McKoy twins returned to North Carolina whilst Millar was distracted organising a further 
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tour for continental Europe.
70

 The twins soon reappeared in exhibitions in the South under 

their manager and legal owner in Smith.
71

 Importantly, their performances during this time 

began to change. Now aged five or six, the exoticisation of earlier exhibitions of Millie and 

Christine gave way to a new emphasis on the twins’ ability to dance and sing, on their 

intelligence and amiable dispositions. No longer billed as ‘African Twins’, they began to 

appear as a ‘Two-Headed Girl’, signalling a clearer focus not only on the challenges their 

body posed to conceptualisations of bodily autonomy but a greater emphasis on gender and 

morality. These new exhibition tactics reflected an aggrandized status presentation, a stark 

departure from previous performances which highlighted their supposedly exotic African 

backgrounds.
72

 While still very young, Millie and Christine were receiving the tools to 

construct an empowering politics of respectability, a performance practice which was 

imposed from above by their white slaveholding ‘family’, but one which the twins could 

further manipulate in their discursive transition from ‘Two-Headed Girl’ to ‘Two-Headed 

Lady’.  

 

1.4. Chang and Eng: Re-‘orienting’ Respectability: 

Respectability was a crucial pivot on which the success of freak show performances turned in 

the nineteenth century, both in 1830 and by the 1890s when this claim began to be 

questioned.
73

 Moreover, respectability required a malleable and fluid performance which 
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could both empower and disempower its subject. As a marketable component of the modern 

American freak show, a convincing claim to respectability secured a show against damaging 

assertions of impropriety as well as allowed for a performer to construct a more positive self-

representation. Yet financial and empowering motives did not always align so neatly, and 

neither was ‘respectability’ a stable, single or readily apparent concept.   

As Chang and Eng approached the age of twenty one, they had a number of 

grievances with the Coffins, who still held them under the terms of contract. They also began 

to reject the paternalistic narrative which framed them as ‘Oriental boys’ under the guidance 

of men who had their best interests at heart.
74

 Lastly, Chang and Eng took issue with the 

airing of their personal affairs in the public space of the Virginia legislature in March 1832. 

In all of these instances, the twins showed a strong desire to become and be represented as 

‘their own men’, an essential component of the new image they fashioned for themselves 

when finally free of the Coffins in the months following their twenty first birthday in 1832. 

In an interview published in the New York Constellation and reprinted in the Macon 

Telegraph of June 25 1831, Chang and Eng expressed frustration at being constantly referred 

to as boys. The interviewer, termed ‘Visiter’ (sic) in the article, employed the infantilising 

epithet on several occasions at the beginning of the conversation. After outwitting him in a 

wager on cigars, Chang and Eng take great pains to emphasise that they were ‘Siamese 

youths’, not ‘Siamese boys’: 

‘Eng. I won’t smoke you – give the money to the first poor boy you meet. 

Ch. Tell him it is a present from the Siamese youth, if you please. 

Eng. Don’t say Siamese boys – a present from the Siamese youth, say, if you please. 

Vis. I beg pardon, gentlemen, for calling you boys – but really that is the title by 

which you are generally addressed is it not? 

Ch. Eng. Never in England – in this country sometimes. 

Vis. But why not in England? 

Ch. Boy is a boy there – a servant boy – cook boy – school boy 
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Eng. And a young gentleman is a young gentleman’
75

 

Chang goes on to say that ‘people don’t think when they speak of the Siamese twins that they 

are young men twenty years of age’, to which Eng further points out any other ‘young 

gentleman’ would resent the insult of being called boy.
76

 The terms ‘youth’, ‘boy’, and 

‘gentleman’, as Chang and Eng insisted, were laden with class, gender, and racial 

significance. By making a claim to being ‘youths’ or ‘young gentlemen’, Chang and Eng 

deliberately eschewed their discursive construction as ‘infantile Orientals’, along with the 

association of slavish and servile behaviour. The timing of this claim is particularly 

significant, as it distinctly rejected their depictions in the Historical Account published the 

very same year, a central document in their official promotional material, one they would 

rewrite when no longer under the aegis of Captain and Mrs. Coffin.
77

   

 They were not challenging the age, or racial, or class terms of hierarchy, but rather 

asserted their own higher status. We have already seen that Chang and Eng’s infantilisation 

was part of the politics of respectability Coffin imposed on them. Being depicted as child-like 

was not only consistent with their exotic, orientalised presentation, it also served to mute the 

potentially threatening effect of their bodies as ‘monstrosities’, to render their bodies as 

appropriate and respectable objects of edifying observation – even for ladies and children. 

Moreover, this image further strengthened Coffin’s position as manager (or, self-described 

‘owner’) of the twins. When the party returned from England in 1831, not long before the 

above interview, newspapers continued to substantiate the image of a paternal Captain 

Coffin.
78

 Chang and Eng, by contrast, reacted by increasingly re-moulding the politics of 

respectability Coffin imposed to their own image of bourgeois, masculine, young men, 
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autonomous, free, and more consistent with celebrated American values rather than slavish 

and oriental boys. Moreover, they chose to draw increasingly on Southern conceptualisations 

of honour and dignity through violently defending their autonomy and personhood, a distinct 

politics of respectability that was not consistent with their early performances. This new 

image would still claim the space of appropriate and edifying exhibition, rather than horrific 

and potentially harmful, but it did so through class-based claims to respectable bourgeois 

masculinity.    

Still, staking their claim to respectable bourgeois masculinity was not an uncontested 

process. One contested moment involved both struggles for the right to privacy, as well as the 

status conferred by hunting as a sport, and performances of masculine honour through 

violence.
79

 In July, 1831, the twins stopped in Lynnfield, Massachusetts for a short vacation 

and break from touring. The twins spent a few days fishing and hunting fowl in the woods 

nearby. Hunting for sport was an activity they would pursue further upon their retirement in 

North Carolina, one which was also identified with wealth and masculinity. In trespassing on 

the practices of the wealthier classes Chang and Eng came into conflict with two men of that 

class.
80

 A crowd of boisterous onlookers, some fifteen to twenty people, had gathered to 

watch the twins engaged in their sport, apparently causing them considerable annoyance. The 

twins, likely in response to their long hours spent subjected to public curiosity, had begun to 

defend their right to privacy more fiercely during this period.
81

 Moreover, if the twins were 
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claiming the advantages of a wealthier class by engaging in hunting, then the ability to 

withdraw into a private sphere, increasingly privileged by the ascendant middle class during 

the nineteenth century, was surely also desired by Chang and Eng.
82

 Their new emphasis on 

masculine respectability and autonomy, both in their public personas and daily lives, brought 

them into direct conflict with a public which had been fed a more subservient image of the 

twins as oriental curiosities. 

Two members of the crowd, Colonel Elbridge Gerry and a Mr. Prescott of Stoneham, 

eventually approached the twins. An attendant to Chang and Eng requested they keep a 

distance, and added, ‘by way of bravado’ that if they did not stand back, the twins would 

shoot them.
83

 The men refused to leave, no doubt offended at such impertinence, and highly 

conscious of the public attention of the surrounding crowd of onlookers. Colonel Gerry, as a 

commander in the state militia and a man of considerable social rank and standing, must have 

felt considerably outraged at being mortally threatened by two Asian men. Gerry dared the 

twins to shoot and, when it was clear they would not, he accused them of being liars. The 

twins, infuriated, apparently struck at him with the butt of their gun. The violence quickly 

escalated when the Colonel struck one of the twins in the head with a rock, causing heavy 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
public transport. The twins’ correspondence with Mrs. Coffin ran through their manager Charles Harris, as well 

as a friend of the Coffins, William Davis. There are obvious problems of authorship, although, given the 

awkward position played by Charles Harris as an intermediary between the twins and Mrs. Coffin (Abel Coffin, 

presumably at sea, appears to have left Mrs. Coffin to deal with business pertaining to Chang and Eng), as 

Harris himself sometimes points out, his persistent pushing of the twins’ interests is telling. It seems likely that 

he more or less accurately recorded the twins’ opinions and requests as he did not seem afraid to state their full 

demands and frustrations. See especially Charles Harris to William Davis, January 8, 1832, Siamese Twins 

Collection, North Carolina State Archives; Charles Harris to William Davis, January 16, 1832, Siamese Twins 

Collection, North Carolina State Archives. Orser provides a more comprehensive overview of the 

correspondence than space allows for here. Orser, The Lives of Chang & Eng, esp.63-64. It’s also worth noting 

that, in almost any historical period, for freak show performers whose living rested upon selling the opportunity 

for onlookers to temporarily gaze at one’s body, defending one’s privacy had clear economic motivations as 

well. Twentieth century freak show performers also often noted their annoyance at those who were ‘too cheap’ 

to pay for a ticket to the show, and wanted to look for free. In a 1998 CBS interview, long-time freak show 

performer Frieda Pushnik (whose career is discussed in Chapter Five) responded to her interviewer’s stated 

unease over the public display of unusual bodies by maintaining that being gawked at is fine but only ‘if you’re 

paid for it.’ ‘Showstopper/Frieda Pushnik’, CBS News Interview, April 29, 1998. 
82

 Orser, The Lives of Chang & Eng, 47-48. 
83

 Wallace and Wallace, in their popular biography of Chang and Eng, reprinted a large section of the original 

Salem Mercury article that reported the incident. Irving Wallace and Amy Wallace, The Two: A Biography  

(London: Cassell Ltd, 1978),  105-07.  See also the Essex Register (Salem, Mass.), August 4, 1831; Boston 

Patriot and Mercantile Advertiser, August 4, 1831; Orser, The Lives of Chang & Eng, 45-47, 50-52, 56-60. 



80 
 

bleeding. In response, Chang and Eng ‘fired by platoon at the Colonel’, who, with Mr. 

Prescott, finally fled. The Salem Mercury claimed it later turned out the gun was charged 

only with powder, although Gerry, most likely in an attempt to preserve his dignity after 

being ridiculed in the press for fleeing from the scene, would later claim that others in his 

company had sworn they had ‘heard the whistling’ (of shot).
84

   

For their part in the incident, and the disturbance of public order, the twins were made 

to pay a $200 good behaviour bond. Justified or not, the twins had publicly defended their 

right to class-laden values of privacy and leisure. On several other occasions Chang and Eng 

reacted strongly to perceived infringements upon their character in person. Their patience 

with the medical community and constant examinations was evidently wearing thin. In 

Exeter, Massachusetts a physician questioned what the effects on Eng would be if he were to 

stick a pin into the shoulder of Chang. ‘If you stick a pin into me’, responded Chang, ‘my 

brother Eng will knock you down.’
85

 After rejecting the requests of another doctor in Athens, 

Alabama to examine them on stage during one of their exhibitions, the physician reportedly 

called them frauds, to which the twins did respond by knocking him down, sparking a large 

brawl, and another $350 fine before a judge. The doctor had publicly besmirched their 

reputation before a crowd of onlookers, in a similar way to how Gerry had called their bluff 

during the Lynnfield hunting trip. The accusation carried more weight in the South, however, 

due to dominant ideals of honour and autonomy. By refusing to give a public medical 

inspection (in place of the usual private examinations they often gave to doctors), the twins 

were once more defending their right to privacy even within the sphere of public 

examination. Most significantly, they were publicly defending their honour in accordance 

with white southern ideals of masculine respectability.
86

 On yet another occasion, this time in 
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Philadelphia, the twins were charged with assault and battery for hitting a spectator who had 

squeezed Chang’s hand painfully.
87

 Newspaper responded by charging the twins with 

petulance, and a violent temper would prove a lasting characterisation of Chang by the 

media.
88

 

The use of violence by the twins, rather than the actions of ‘petulant’ and spoilt 

children, makes more sense when understood as a resolute defence of their claims to the 

privileges of respectability, of their claims to a certain class status and Southern masculinity. 

No longer dressing in ‘Oriental’ attire, but Western suits, and performing within a parlour 

setting, the twins further rejected intrusion upon their privacy during their hours of leisure, as 

well as the attitudes of physicians who failed to pay them adequate respect.
89

 As historian 

Joseph Orser has shown, in a period before large scale Asian migration and its accompanying 

racial backlash, Chang and Eng did and could fight back physically in a manner which was 

typical of the culture of Southern violence. The twins did not face the same structural forms 

of oppression and racism which restricted African Americans and Native Americans, and so 

they were able to participate in a white culture of physically defending ones’ honour.
90

 

The twins did not and could not control everything printed about them in the 

newspaper press. The discursive terrain of their public presentation and reception was 

essentially contested terrain. One of the risks of evincing a greater propensity to defend 

perceived injustices upon their honour, to express a more active and autonomous presence, 
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was that the media machine would interpret and distort their efforts into something else. For 

example, early performances from the twins often emphasised their peaceful coexistence: 

‘In their movements the most perfect equanimity is observed, the one always 

concurring with the other so exactly , that they appear as if actuated by one 

common mind, and it is next to impossible, by the strictest scrutiny to discover 

with which the impulse originates, whenever they arise of their own accord. In 

their necessary employments of life, or in their amusements, they have never been 

known to pass an angry word with each other…’
91

 

 

In contrast, later depictions of the twins in newspapers, especially as national debates over 

slavery grew and the twins’ bodies became a metaphor for national union employed by both 

secessionists and pro-unionists, the twins were often shown in violent conflict with one 

another.
92

 Illustrations of Chang and Eng as wilful individuals resentful of being chained to 

one another grew at the same time as they made laid claim to respectable, American identities 

as settled landowners and slaveowners. The twins needed to strike a delicate balance between 

maintaining a representation of individual autonomy and independence (so crucial to 

American identity) and avoiding demeaning ‘Twainesque’ claims of ill-fated conflict and 

racialized irrationality, in their attempts to secure respectability.
93

 Early representations of 

their near-mystical intuition in their movements and decision making presented them as a 

peaceful unity, but risked sacrificing individual character and control over their own destiny. 

Later portrayals of fierce disagreements clearly demonstrated individual volition, but both 

ridiculed the supposed impossibility of autonomy within their supposed physical confinement 
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to each other and represented them as irrational, petulant, and hopelessly impotent (and 

therefore feminized) ‘Asiatics’.  

In March 1832 before the Virginian legislature, the twins’ claims to masculine self-

mastery were thrown into serious question. The twins and their manager Charles Harris, who 

had replaced James Hale in September 1831,
94

 applied to the General Assembly to exempt 

them from an exhibition tax. One member of the assembly charged that lifting the tax would 

confer no favour upon the twins themselves, as it would only aid the men from the Eastern 

States who, he charged, had bought them off their mother.
95

 Harris and the twins argued that 

the $30 tax was prohibitory to any exhibition of theirs in small towns. Moreover, they 

strengthened their claim by distancing themselves from exhibitions that might ‘corrupt the 

public morals of the community’, thereby placing their performances, by contrast, within a 

discourse of edification and respectability. However, racialized claims that Chang and Eng 

were slaves to Eastern owners challenged their moral self-presentation at a time when 

Virginian legislature had only just tabled a controversial debate over gradual emancipation 

two months before.
96

  

Multiple factors therefore coalesced into a desire, on the part of the twins, to be ‘their 

own men.’ In 1832, the discourse of ‘coolieism’ had not yet taken hold in the United States, 

but depictions of Oriental servitude would nonetheless complicate their efforts to publicly 

position themselves as autonomous men into the 1840s and 1850s, as debates over slavery 
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intensified.
97

 Other factors in the twins’ desire for independence included a public perception 

of the twins as enslaved individuals purchased from their mother, their rejection of 

infantilising representations in favour of depictions emphasising masculine, class and adult 

status, increased conflicts with Mrs. Coffin over the costs of their horse and cart, and, finally, 

a perception that the Coffins’ were cheating them out of a deserved portion of their exhibition 

profits.
98

 With the assistance of Harris, whose management they maintained at his same pay 

of $50 per month, the twins broke their ties to the Coffins shortly after turning twenty one in 

May 1832.
99

 Coffin attempted one last infantilisation of the twins in a tale (almost certainly 

untrue) he recounted to Hale. The Captain claimed that, upon returning from his merchant 

business overseas to discover that Chang and Eng had dissolved their contract with him, he 

had pursued the twins only to find them drunk in a harem, after which he gave them the 

‘damndest thrashing they ever had in their lives’. In his private correspondence with his wife, 

this fantasy of paternal vengeance was left aside for a more faithful account in which he 

admitted that the twins ‘seem to feel themselves quite free from me’.
100

  

Their performances did not immediately change with their freedom from the Coffins. 

This was likely a result of Harris continuing to be their manager, in addition to the 

considerable financial success their performances had met with to this point. Small changes 

were evident however when, in October 1834, the Raleigh Register while remarking upon 
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their upcoming performances in the city, claimed they were ‘very genteel in their appearance’ 

and ‘polished in their manners’, to which was added that ‘there is nothing indelicate in the 

exhibition which can offend the feelings of the most fastidious female.’
101

 While just three 

years before the twins had been infantalised in order to diminish the possibility of perceptions 

of Chang and Eng as harmful or inappropriate objects of the public’s attention, now these 

same fears were being met with a defence of their respectability grounded in terms of genteel 

class. As the New York Constellation interview had demonstrated, the twins had long begun 

to change how they were presented before American audiences, emphasising a new persona 

of being young American gentlemen. This process was gradual and to suggest that a clear 

disjuncture between their performances as Oriental children under the Coffins versus more 

independent representations as young men of a certain class status after their break with the 

Captain and his wife would be overly simplistic. However, dissolving this relationship was an 

essential step in the twins’ attempts to depict themselves as free, independent, masculine 

Americans. 

 In 1835 and 1836 the twins toured Europe again, this time reaping a fuller and more 

equal share of the profits of their toil. In a new pamphlet (produced upon their return to the 

United States) they presented their journey not only as a working trip, but also as something 

of a ‘Grand European Tour’ of the sort undertaken by elite tourists.
102

 They described 

collections of comparative anatomy in Parisian museums, the Champs Elysees, and being 

unimpressed with the view from the top of the Notre Dame. They took note of beautiful 
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artwork in Antwerp, canals in Rotterdam and steamboats along the Rhine, as well as the vast 

collections of the museum at the Hague.
103

 Unlike the newer pamphlet, the 1831 Historical 

Account had to be read against the grain in order to unearth how the twins returned gaze by 

describing curious patrons: 

‘Indeed, there are few who visit them, who escape their notice, and they generally 

amuse themselves and friends an hour or two in the evening, by relating some of the 

strange observations they have heard during the day, and in remarks upon those they 

have seen at the exhibition room.’
104

 

 

Yet the 1836  pamphlet, by contrast, openly declared the twins thoughts and interpretations of 

what they saw in Europe – emphasising their ability, surely closed to many of their audience 

members who read the pamphlet but could not afford to travel Europe themselves, to travel in 

luxury and to control, produce, and craft Europe for themselves.
105

 

Their descriptions of Siam and their early lives similarly effaced the Orientalist 

narratives which had framed their previous performances. Instead of depicting their life in 

Siam as one of impoverishment from which their travels to America allowed them to escape, 

ridiculing the twins’ trade in duck eggs and claim to be merchants, the new pamphlet offered 

a newer and fuller picture of their early lives and childhood.
106

 The twins addressed the 

lingering public perception that they were slaves purchased from their mother by 

unscrupulous Yankee businessmen by emphasising that the purpose of the publication was to 

‘correct any erroneous statements which may have occurred in previous publications’, 

produced before they came of age and ‘before they understood the English language’.
107

 The 

new version of Chang and Eng’s lives stressed the high position of Chinese in Siamese 

society, their trade privileges, and exemptions from corvѐe labour, at the same time as it 

defended supposed superstitions and follies of their country of birth by providing examples of 
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Americans engaged in seemingly irrational behaviours.
108

 The twins were presenting 

themselves as honourable, worldly gentlemen of leisure who witnessed, consumed, and 

critiqued different societies and cultures, who asserted their ability to gaze, frame and 

discursively produce the world around them. 

In 1839 Chang and Eng settled in Wilkes County, North Carolina, and did not tour 

again for the next ten years. In mid-October they purchased 300 acres near Trap Hill from a 

man named Caleb Martin.
109

 During the same month as they became landholders, Chang and 

Eng, along with their Irish-born manager Charles Harris, also gained American citizenship.
110

 

Joseph Orser notes that this was possible, despite congressional legislation limiting 

citizenship to ‘free white persons’, due to the fact that citizenship was determined at a local 

level until the 1870s, that widespread Chinese immigration was still more than a decade 

away, and finally, because the twins had been successful in making important social 

connections amongst the elite.
111

 After marrying local sisters Adelaide and Sarah Yates in 

1843, the twins would buy a further 650 acres in nearby Surry County. The following year 

they adopted the surname of ‘Bunker’, further establishing their identity as American 

citizens.
112

 After 1849 the twins began touring again, in order to provide for a quickly 

expanding family (they would have twenty-one children between the two families) and 

expand upon their personal estates. During this period they consolidated their honorary 

whiteness through the most powerful statement of anti-blackness available: they invested in 

chattel slavery, and thereby solidified their racial identities as not black, as not racial other. 

They purchased and bred slaves to the point where in, 1860, on the brink of the Civil War, 

Eng owned 16 slaves as part of his personal estate valued at $6,000, while Chang owned 11 
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slaves within a personal estate valued at $12,000.
113

 These figures placed them amongst the 

very elite in terms of wealth and standing in the district. All of these achievements suggest 

that the Bunker twins’ efforts at establishing stage personas as honourable Southern 

gentlemen of a particular class and respectability were equally matched and buttressed by 

desires in their daily lives as well. 

The lives Chang and Eng forged in rural North Carolina allowed them to claim a 

masculine identity as landowning gentlemen farmers on the fringes of whiteness, and 

considerably removed from the bottom of the anti-black racial hierarchy. Marrying white 

women, owning the lives and labours of black men and women, and forging lives of rugged 

individual autonomy in the backwoods of North Carolina all attested to the empowerment the 

twins gained from taking control of their discursive representations, and served to further 

strengthen their claims to masculine authority and class status. 

An 1860 lithograph published by Currier & Ives indicates how their Southern 

lifestyles became the focal point of the twins’ politics of performed respectability. The twins 

are displayed sharply dressed in elegant suits with silk handkerchiefs tied around their necks 

and their ligament displayed protruding between their buttoned waistcoats. While in many 

depictions of the twins from their childhood, or in later life as Chang’s health began to fail, 

often showed the twins with their interior arms draped around one another for support and 

comfort, in this image only their exterior arms are displayed. Along with their highly erect 

postures, this suggests autonomy and self-control despite the presence of the exposed 

connecting band. Nine smaller images of the twins and their families frame the central image. 

Two of these consist of Adelaide or Sarah with two of either Chang or Eng’s children (all in 

very neat attire), positioning the twins as paternal figures of authority backed by wholesome 

domestic households. The Bunkers had named many of their children after famous figures 
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from English and American history (James Montgomery, Stephen Decatur, Christopher 

Wren, and so on), newspapers publications often focused on their manners and education, 

and, from 1849, often some of these children appeared on stage alongside their fathers as 

tangible evidence of their paternal reproductive manhood, well-spoken and educated 

testaments to their racially and class constructed image as Southern gentlemen farmers.
114

 

The other surrounding images also furthered the Bunkers’ claims to genteel respectability, 

laced with racial and gendered ascriptions. They were shown ploughing fields, cutting down 

trees in unison, shooting and fishing, as well as engaged in outings aboard their horse and 

wagon or rowboat. Notably their wives and family appear only in the two separate images of 

Adelaide and Sarah with their respective children, emphasising normative prescriptions of 

outdoor activity, work, and public masculine culture versus feminine indoor domesticity and 

child-rearing.
115

     

The 1860 lithograph also attests to the ways in which the Bunkers attempted to gain 

control of and employ their dis/abled-bodiedness. From their arrival in America, advertising 

surrounding the twins’ display emphasised physical action. Tumbling, acrobatics, the lifting 

of heavy weights or audience members, as well as participation in battledore and shuttlecock 

were key elements in their performances of agility.
116

 While in the beginning these exertions 

fit alongside descriptions of the twins as exuberant and active children, by the time the 

Bunkers had settled in North Carolina they were using physical exertion in agricultural 

labours as markers of rural Southern masculinity. As they grew older, acrobatics and 

somersaults became less feasible options in their performances.
117

 Yet they maintained an 

emphasis on physicality and activity through this later image of industriousness after 1849. 
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Given their strategies in the 1830s of trying to depict themselves as independent merchants 

and free workers - as opposed to enslaved youths bonded to the Coffins - it makes sense to 

view their later performances as highlighting independence and autonomy through hard work 

and vitality.
118

 Their conjoinment, understood today often in terms of disability, was 

reformulated as a source of strength through unity. 

For Chang and Eng Bunker, age appears to have been the most disabling aspect of 

their everyday lives. Their emphasis on activity and labour, which also served to counter 

claims of aristocratic privilege, should be regarded as a tactical response to disparaging 

accounts that charged the twins with painful movements, repugnance and unsightliness, all of 

which challenged their appeal to respectable and appropriate sensibilities: 

‘It is many years since they have made themselves a public spectacle, and, during that 

period, time has placed unmistakeable marks upon them. They must now be forty-two 

years old and do not bear their age well. Their sallow complexions are furrowed with 

deep wrinkles, and their little oblique eyes seem scarcely able to peep from the heavy 

covering of their lids.’
119

 

 

Age, viewed as disability, was clearly an important factor in how the twins’ strategies of 

respectability were perceived by the public. This 1853 newspaper report further testified to 

the intersections of race and disability in how the Bunkers’ old age was presented to the 

public. Without a successful narrative of masculine virility and productivity, their condition 

quickly became interpreted as a ‘disgusting union’ foisted upon the public, as a crippling and 

repulsive exhibition rather than a site of instruction and wholesome entertainment.
120

 

Gaining American citizenship, purchasing land and slaves, forging links with elite 

Wilkes and Surry County society, marrying white women, raising educated and well-
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mannered children, attending to crops and joining local churches - all signified a concerted 

effort on the part of the twins to forge an autonomous and empowering space, in both their 

private lives and their public careers. The twins constantly had to reinforce and uphold this 

image, which was never without challenge. The American freak show tradition, within which 

the Bunker twins had initially been bound to contracted labour, also provided them with the 

means of forging and re-shaping a politics of respectability - one steeped in empowering 

claims of masculinity, class status, honour, able-bodiedness, and autonomy. It would take a 

debilitating stroke suffered by Chang, demands from an invasive and disrespectful medical 

community, and a proliferation of falsehoods and rumour in the press to reverse the 

discursive empowerment the Bunker twins had claimed. 

 

1.5. Millie and Christine McKoy: Post-Emancipation Religious 

Respectability and Binding Ties to the Smith Family  

The Bunker and the McKoy twins represented opposite sides of American slavery, suggesting 

that when General Lee surrendered on the 9
th

 of April, 1865, they faced two very different 

situations. However, if the Biographical Sketch is to be believed, Millie and Christine offered 

up their services, as profitable curiosities, in order to help recoup the Smith family fortune, 

lost not only due to the emancipation of slaves but also due to the failing Confederate 

currency.
121

  In 1865, within three months of the end of the conflict, Chang and Eng Bunker 

had also published a notice in the New York Times of an impending tour of the North, 

essentially asking for the charity of northerners.
122

 By May 1866, Millie and Christine would 

be performing in Washington, D.C., moving on to Raleigh by July, before returning north 
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again to Barnum’s Museum by the middle of that month.
123

 There are obvious questions 

about the level of non-coerced participation the fifteen-year-old McKoy twins had in this 

immediate post-Civil War tour, a participation which is further questioned by the fact that 

their parents, Jacob and Monemia, lodged a letter with the Freedman’s Bureau asserting that 

Mrs Smith had refused to emancipate their daughters and had taken then north without their 

permission.
124

 Torn between two families with competing claims upon them, the McKoys 

appear not to have abandoned either of them – but rather chose to exert greater control over 

their show careers as they developed a politics of respectability within a fraught racial climate 

in the Reconstruction South. 

By the Civil War, the twins were under the control of Joseph Pearson Smith of 

Wadesboro, North Carolina, who himself had recovered the twins from two showmen who 

had ‘kidnapped’ the still enslaved Millie and Christine and exhibited them abroad in both 

Canada and Great Britain in 1855.
125

 According to a purportedly autobiographical 1869 

promotional booklet sold at Millie and Christine’s performances, it was Mrs Smith who 

trained them to sing and dance, provided religious instruction, and who managed the 

performers following her husband’s death in 1862.
126

 While Jacob and Monemia’s letter to 

the Freedmen’s Bureau clearly complicates both the promotional booklet’s claim to 

autobiographical authorship, as well as its dubious claim that the twins referred to Mrs Smith 

                                                           
123

 The New York Clipper reported the McKoys twins’ movements in light-hearted fashion when it claimed that 

the’Freedmen’s or some other Bureau’ had just brought to light a ‘pair of reconstructed twins,’ on the ‘Siamese 

twins style of architecture’. After a very short physical description the article noted that ‘the lady who has them 

in charge was their former mistress, and is now commencing a tour with them under a contract with their 

parents, who are both living’. "Theatrical Record: Miscellaneous," The New York Clipper, March 3 1866, 375.  
124

 Ellen Samuels, ‘Examining Millie and Christine McKoy: Where Enslavement and Enfreakment Meet’, Signs 

37, no. 1 (2011): 63-66. 
125

 Biographical Sketch of Millie Christine, the Carolina Twin. Surnamed the Two-Headed Nightingale and the 

Eighth Wonder of the World, 5-10; The History of the Carolina Twins, Told in "Their Own Peculiar Way" by 

"One of Them", 5-12; Millar, ‘Two-Headed Nightingale. How I Found and Lost Her’. Joanne Martell provides a 

detailed overview of the twins early history, even if her narrative does stray away from primary source 

documents at times. Martell, Fearfully and Wonderfully Made. 
126

 The History of the Carolina Twins, Told in "Their Own Peculiar Way" by "One of Them", 14-15. 



93 
 

as their ‘white ma’, the strategies of performance and respectable self-presentation proved 

useful to the twins’ career and bodily privacy.
127

 

For the rest of their careers the twins maintained their performative claims to pious 

respectability. They spent seven years abroad from 1871 to 1878, and performed in major 

European cities in front of both large audiences as well as in private before various heads of 

state. In Paris, they sparked an uproar from the medical establishment by refusing to submit 

to close medical examination.
128

 Once they returned to the United States, the twins navigated 

the modern railroad network with major and rapidly expanding railroad circuses.
129

 When not 

criss-crossing the American continent or the global freak show circuit, Millie and Christine 

spent periodic moments back in the rural North Carolina community in which they had 

grown. Finally the twins settled into permanent retirement in Columbus County during the 

first decade of the twentieth century, before passing away in 1912.
130

 

Millie and Christine McKoy occupied a unique space of marginalization in the 

context of the significant changes in American popular entertainment, the professionalization 

of medicine and broader shifts in culture and society. Furthermore, they negotiated two 

distinct and complex cultural spheres – the global circuits of the modern freak show, but also 

rural North Carolina - during extremely turbulent periods of history from slavery to the 

violent upheavals of the New South.
131

 In both spheres the twins forged a powerful image of 
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respectability as a means of controlling their ever-contested marginality. I will focus on the 

importance of Southern womanhood to their broader strategies of respectability, employed 

during the very same time as the racial hierarchies of the New South were strengthened 

around an alleged need to defend Southern femininity.  

Exhibitions of the twins before the late 1850s occurred when the twins were very 

young, followed numerous painful medical examinations by curious doctors, often 

emphasised their ‘Africanness’ through exoticisation, and  make it difficult to discern how 

they might have tried to influence the ways in which they were presented. However, 

performances from the 1870s onwards are far more revealing.  The Biographical Sketch of 

Millie Christine concludes with several reports from various American and Liverpool 

newspapers describing exhibitions prior and immediately following a tour of Europe, which 

lasted seven years from 1871.
132

 A typical Millie-Christine show pronounced the twins as the 

‘Two-Headed Nightingale,’ and involved various elements and standard practices. These 

included the reading of detailed medical examinations by prominent local doctors, juxtaposed 

against demonstrations of their high culture and intelligence. By showing how they could 

hold intelligent and witty conversation at the same time with two different people, singing 

ballads and duets in soprano and contralto, and by dancing a mazourka or the Polka 

gracefully, the twins confronted the disabling and racialising effects of close medical scrutiny 

of their body.
133

 This was a considerable departure from the display of slaves on the auction 

block, a still-fresh reality in the minds of their post-Civil War audiences, white and black, 

North and South. While the nakedness of a slave exposed at auction, and the slave’s enforced 
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jollity functioned to make a slave market seem natural and justified, Millie and Christine 

carefully maintained elegant Victorian dress, avoided more intimate medical examination (to 

the best of their ability) and maintained an ‘amiable and merry,’ disposition without losing 

emphasis on their intelligence.
134

 

Millie and Christine’s tactical use of a pure, religious, intelligent, and charming image 

draws upon the politics of respectability that historian E. B. Higginbotham argued was central 

to black women’s resistance to dominant racial stereotypes of hypersexuality, idleness, and 

filthiness.
135

  This assimilationist stance at the centre of the politics of respectability was at 

the same time conservative as well as radical in its employment of status and class 

differentiation in order to conform to dominant society’s norms of manners and morals.
136

 

Millie and Christine’s image as respectable, pure, innocent, and charming young ladies, who 

were also industrious and independent (the twins reportedly made their entire wardrobe of 

dresses used for exhibition purposes, and could dress themselves without assistance), was 

fashioned for them by multiple showmen from a young age.
137

 Mrs Smith in particular 

appears to have had considerable involvement in teaching the twins musical routines and 

giving them religious instruction. However, the twins nevertheless also took advantage of this 

persona, exercising ‘conaissance’ from an otherwise subjugated position as black women.  

Central to my argument is a reconceptualization of both the relations of the McKoy 

twins to the former slave-owning Smith family, as well as to their broader cultural immersion 

in Columbus County. Virtually all of the existing secondary literature on Millie and Christine 
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uncritically accepts the relationship of Joseph Pearson Smith, his wife Mary, and his son 

Joseph Pearson Smith, Jr. with the twins as close-knit and akin to family. Biographer Joanne 

Martell’s publication Fearfully and Wonderfully Made encapsulates this trend.
 138

 Martell’s 

research is based largely on a show pamphlet which claims to be written by Christine and 

Millie (and yet is riddled with standard freak show conventions that cast doubt over its 

authorship) in conjunction with advertising and newspaper pieces which scholars such as 

Janet Davis and Robert Bogdan have shown to be produced largely by show promoters 

themselves.
139

 Promotional primary sources must be subjected to critiques which recognise 

the history and conventions of freak show exhibition across specific periods of time. 

Handbills, newspaper articles, cabinet cards, carte-de-visites, and the ‘life story’ pamphlets 

sold during exhibition are crucial sources which tell historians a great deal about the 

performances and marketing of different freak show acts, and can give insight into the degree 

of control these performers maintained over their acts and display, but they simply do not 

reflect the reality of daily life or opinions of performers in any straightforward manner.  

Careful attention must be paid not only to existing promotional material, but the 

whole relationship between the McKoys and the Smiths needs to be reconceptualised in a 

more complex way. It is true that Millie and Christine did remain in close contact with the 

Smiths following Emancipation both at times while on tour and when settled in Welches 
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Creek. However, this should not be taken as clear evidence of familial attachment to a ‘white 

ma’ in the form of Mrs Smith. They also made crucially important decisions which gave them 

significantly greater control over their daily lives.
140

  

A standard assertion in much of the promotional material for Millie and Christine’s 

performances was the claim that they were raising funds to purchase land for their parents or, 

during antebellum exhibition, to free their parents. 
141

 The full significance of this has been 

missed in the existing secondary literature on the twins, which interprets the act purely as 

another sign of the generosity and benevolence of the twins. In doing so it is placed alongside 

the McKoys’ decision to go back on tour after Emancipation and the Civil War as a way of 

supporting not only themselves and their birth parents, but their ‘real’ and now impoverished 

ex-Confederate parents.
142

 However, in a letter written on behalf of Jacob and Menemia in 

1866, and discovered within the Freedmen’s Bureau documents in the National Archives in 

2007, a different version of events is presented. Here the twins’ parents claim that Mary 

Smith had refused to grant their valuable charges their freedom, attempted to threaten Jacob 

and Monemia into signing a note giving Mrs Smith authority over the fifteen year old 

Christine and Millie, and finally taken them to Barnum’s Museum for exhibition. As historian 

Ellen Samuels rightly points out, this document indicates a historically submerged narrative 
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of the power dynamic between the twins and Mrs Smith – one which complicates how their 

continuing relationship should be interpreted.
143

 

This source also calls for a reinterpretation of the meaning behind the McKoy twins’ 

efforts to purchase land for their parents. These were not the actions of generous performer(s) 

content with the power structures of their local community. Instead these actions can be taken 

as an intention to vigorously interject in that power structure by giving two former slaves one 

of the most important things which Reconstruction failed (almost completely) to deliver to 

freedpeople – land and a measure of economic security.
144

 Millie and Christine’s decision to 

give land to Jacob and Menemia must be understood in terms of the tension between them 

and Mrs Smith over control and guardianship of the twins following emancipation. While the 

McKoys continued to associate, tour with, and be managed by the Smiths, they also fought to 

give their birth parents economic security and independence. Their post-emancipation story is 

not one of either simplistic adoration for their ‘white family’, nor is it one of effective 

continual enslavement by the Smiths. Rather, the twins navigated the complexities between 

accommodation and resistance, between being instructed in how to perform a profitable freak 

show act, and of fabricating an empowering politics of respectability which could fend off 

medical intrusion even to the detriment of potential profits.
145

 

 By the time of Jacob McKoy’s death in 1891 he had seventy-eight acres to pass on to 

his children, land which he had accumulated over the past two decades largely due to the 

efforts of his extraordinarily formed daughters.
146

 During this same period Reconstruction 
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had come to a close as the federal government abandoned its commitment to protecting the 

interests of freedpeople. Southern Democrats employed violence and voter fraud to reobtain 

political power as federal troops were withdrawn across the Southern states. Cheap black 

labour was also increasingly secured through sharecropping, wage contracts, debt peonage, 

the black codes, and the increasing criminalisation of black life.
147

 When the then twenty year 

old McKoy twins left to tour England with Barnum’s freak show manager Judge Ingalls in 

1871, North Carolina had a fairly high level of African American representation in political 

offices under the William W. Holden governorship. By their return in 1878, Holden had 

already been impeached and the Democrat ‘Redeemer’ government held strong political 

power over the state. By the turn of the century, the bloody Wilmington Race Riot had 

broken out in the previously considered ‘progressive’ town of Wilmington, and lynchings 

were occurring across the South at an increasingly alarming rate.
148

 

 Widespread and brutal lynching across the South was justified in the eyes of the 

Southern communities and its proponents by the spectre of supposed black male animalistic 

sexual predation of white women and children.
149

 Historians have been quick to outline the 

key part played in this Southern rationale by the idealised virtues of Southern womanhood 

and feminine purity and morality. It is equally important to recognise how Southern (white) 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Martell, Fearfully and Wonderfully Made, 254-56. Freedpeople clearly understood the importance of land 

ownership as they had direct experience over multiple generations of being denied this crucial right. 
147

 Some of the best historical scholarship on this period includes Foner, Reconstruction; Painter, Standing at 

Armageddon; Ayers, Vengeance and justice. More recent analses of the hardships of Reconstruction and post-

Reconstruction black codes, debt peonage, and the convict lease system include Douglas A. Blackmon, Slavery 

By Another Name: The Re-enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to World War II  (New York: 

Anchor Books, 2009); David M. Oshinsky, "Worse than Slavery": Parchman Farm and the Ordeal of Jim Crow 

Justice, (New York: Free Press Paperbacks, 1997); Stanley, From Bondage to Contract. 
148

 David Garland, "Penal Excess and Suplus Meaning: Public Torture Lynchings in Twentieth-Century 

America," Law & Society Review 39, no. 4 (2005): 793-95, 800-03; W. Fitzhugh Brundage, Lynching in the 

New South: Georgia and Virginia, 1880-1930  (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993),  1-17, 86-102; Philip 

Dray, At the Hands of Persons Unknown: the Lynching of Black America  (New York: Modern Library, 2003)., 

120-27. See also William D. Carrigan, The Making of a Lynching Culture: Violence and Vigilantism in Central 

Texas, 1836-1916  (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2004). 
149

 Other notable scholarship on lynching that has drawn attention to the myth of the ‘black rapist’ include 

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, ""The Mind That Burns in Each Body": Women, Rape, and Racial Violence," in Powers 

of Desire: Tho Politics of Sexuality, ed. Ann Barr Snitow, Christine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson (New York: 

Monthly Review Press, 1983); Amy Louise Wood, Lynching and Spectacle: Witnessing Racial Violence in 

America, 1890-1940  (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009)., esp.7-8, 98-9. 



100 
 

femininity was forged in relation to its supposed antithesis – black feminine hypersexuality 

and immorality.
150

 Slave women’s’ sexual availability and torment were central features of 

American slavery, but their association with illicit pleasure, in the eyes of white men, 

persisted until long after the passing of the ‘peculiar institution’.
151

 Moreover, black women 

in the South continued to be vulnerable to white male sexual abuse through a lack of legal 

protections under state law and an overburdened federal system reluctant to intervene except 

in the most extreme cases.
152

 It is in this high-stakes context of moral virtue versus sexual 

depravation that Millie and Christine forged an image of pious Southern respectability. 

 Central to the McKoys’ image of respectability were elements of a particular brand of 

religiosity and Protestant denominational evangelicalism. Promotional show material, aside 

from some early antebellum performances, stressed the twins’ embrace of Christianity, often 

immediately alongside praise for their intelligence, despite having ‘faces of the African type, 

with thick lips and large mouth.’
153

 These statements express not only that Millie and 

Christine were surprisingly more intelligent than their race could supposedly allow, but that 

the Christianity they practiced and lived by was of the ‘intelligent worship’ kind, rather than 

the overtly emotionalist style characterising Southern black religious practices. In fact, by the 
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mid-1870s, the McKoy twins had managed to achieve what many Northern African 

American Methodist and Baptist missionaries had been trying to instil in their newly formed 

southern congregations following the Civil War.  

White and black northern denominationalists expressed similar ideas of what constituted 

‘proper’ spiritual expression. Both called for an increased regulation of spirituality which 

arose from the impulses of progressivist desire for greater 'efficiency' and 'rationality' in 

worship ritual and denominational structure.
154

 While clear racial differences cut across, for 

example, the missionary projects of the white Methodist Episcopal church as compared to the 

African Methodist Episcopal, these groups did share late nineteenth century urban bourgeois 

conceptions of appropriate public behaviour which accompanied the growing middle class.
155

 

These distinctly urban appeals to appropriate public behaviour and religious worship clashed 

with Southern vernacular religious worship. In their engagements with religiosity as a crucial 

part of performing respectability, the McKoy twins therefore traversed not only racial and 

gendered expectations, but rural versus urban cultural norms as well. 

 The African Methodist Episcopal church as well as the African Methodist Episcopal 

Zion, in addition to black Baptist missionaries (if not to quite to the same extent), was highly 

conscious of its race image. Post-Civil War Black Church denominations strove to steer 

southern black worshippers away from ‘plantation style’ religious practices such as wailing in 

church, speaking in tongues, and other perceived failures to attain proper spiritual self-

containment, but a variety of practices of black religious worship persisted nonetheless.
156
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Northern black missionaries brought with them the appeal of ordained black preachers, 

increased education opportunities, religious instruction, and social services such as 

recognising the marriages of past slaves, performing baptisms and funerals, as well as 

assistance in reconnecting families broken by the institution of slavery.
157

 Yet these 

advantages were accompanied with expectations of ‘proper’ religious worshipping practices, 

expectations underpinned by class-laden racial consciousness which only increased as 

nineteenth century violence, racial anxiety, political disenfranchisement and social 

segregation continued to develop. While it is important to emphasise that ‘proper’ religious 

practice was met with resistance within southern black communities (and it faced greater 

challenges in more rural areas), mainstream Protestant denominations were at the very least 

partially successful in their efforts at moderating and refining spirituality within this new 

historical context, at least until the Sanctified (Holiness) and Pentecostal churches were able 

to capitalise on urban working-class black reactions against restrictive religious discipline in 

the 1890s.
158

  

 Very little historical documentation regarding the religious lives of the McKoy twins 

has survived to this day. Biographer Joanne Martell underpinned her assertions that the twins 

were active in both white and black churches in the area only through the oral testimony of 

surviving descendants of the twins.
159

 Joseph Pearson Smith was a Methodist church steward 

and a temperance advocate, while Mrs Smith has often been credited with giving the twins 

their religious instruction.
160

 Post-emancipation black southern religion historiography has 

argued that most newly freedpeople took advantage of the opportunity for religious autonomy 
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as one of the more secure ways of testing new found freedom(s), as the ‘invisible institution’ 

of clandestine slave religions merged, not without tension and conflict, with northern black 

and white denominations.
161

 Protestant evangelicalism during this period was fractured to 

various degrees across differences in class, region, race, and denominations. White southern 

churches increasingly enforced segregationist practices by insisting that black worshippers 

remain in the galleries, have no power in church decisions or leadership, and some even 

encouraged black members to form their own churches. According to historian William E. 

Montgomery, most white southerners, whatever their denomination, realised they could not 

and did not want to halt the black exodus from previously biracial churches. ‘New and 

inescapable realities shaped race relations in the South’, and those who did want freedmen to 

stay in old churches, expected them to accept an inferior status.
162

 The increasing segregation 

of religious life in the South therefore casts significant doubt on dominant portrayals of the 

McKoys as truly part of the Smith family’s religious life as well as that of the broader (white) 

Columbus County community in any uncomplicated way. 

 Yet regardless of the reality of the McKoys’ private religious lives, their 

performances on the freak show circuit, and their empowering politics of respectability 

especially, hinged upon a deployment of ‘intelligent’ Christian worship. Publicity in both 

American and European newspapers often stressed their religious upbringing and practices, 

sense of propriety and gracefulness.
163

 Moreover, the songs they performed, lyrics for which 

are included in at least one of their published show pamphlets, also indicate their engagement 

in a particular brand of Christian worship. ‘Put Me in My Little Bed’, composed by Dexter 

Smith and C. A. White, recalled a child praying before she goes to sleep and recalling her 
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deceased mother’s admonition to ‘never, never, go astray’, before finally finding solace in the 

Heavenly Father’s care, love, and ‘paths of light’.
164

 Millie and Christine, in singing this song 

gracefully and without elements of satirical minstrel parody, were in effect claiming the 

position of this Christian child who is faithful, obedient and dutiful to the Lord even in the 

absence of a parent or guardian figure. The drawn image on the cover to the sheet music 

further emphasises the full significance of the twins’ actions in performing this song. Here 

the child is shown knelt in mid-prayer, dutiful and serious-looking with a discarded doll lying 

on the floor next to here and a framed picture of her otherwise absent parents hanging barely 

visible in the far background.
165

 Clearly the kind of religious worship expressed in this image, 

song, and ultimately in the performances of the twins themselves, reflects a more restricted 

and self-restrained Protestant evangelicalism than that of vast swathes of southern black 

communities, regardless of denominational admonishments against overtly ‘emotional’ 

celebrations of the spirit. 

 ‘Little Footsteps’, composed by J. A. Barney, recalls the grief of parents who have 

lost a child but still remember hearing ‘little footsteps’, ‘gliding by  our cottage door’. As the 

McKoy twins sang this haunting tune they expressed the comfort that the departed daughter 

would now ‘hover o’er us’, and ‘will be our guiding star’, from the golden river’s shore ‘in 

the world of sin no more’.
166

 Artwork for the published sheet music once again enforces a 

(white) family home setting, although this time it is the daughter whose absence is 

emphasised, as signified by an inset of her gravestone depicted alongside a larger image of 

her leaving the house, her parents, and baby sisters presumably for the last time.
167

 By 
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performing these popular postbellum songs, Millie and Christine managed to successfully 

occupy, without minstrelesque parody (for any such juxtaposition would undoubtedly have 

been capitalised on in their promotional marketing) the space of dutiful, refined, intelligent 

(white) religiosity. Whether as a seemingly parentless little girl, or as mourning parents, they 

performed restrained comfort in devotion to the Lord – not emotional release and spiritual 

ecstasy. 

 It is not the case that Christine and Millie simply adopted the position of Southern 

white femininity and moral religiosity and thus eradicated or diminished black southern life 

in their performances. Their engagement with southern religious femininity was a more 

nuanced and strategic inhabitation of marginalized space at the intersection of the American 

freak show, medical science, and increasing racial tension in the gradually modernizing and 

industrializing South. Popular black minstrelsy often made comedic capital out of depicting 

black people in supposedly ‘white’ urban spaces by either depicting them as dangerously 

violent, or supposedly ridiculous in attempts at high class pretension.
168

 The McKoy twins, 

however, effaced dominant racial stereotypes without evincing the transgression-punishing 

normative humour of the minstrel show. Their performed occupation of southern religious 

womanhood instead drew praise from respected members of the medical establishment and 

wider society, allowing them to continue to package their performances as uplifting, edifying, 

and within the sphere of respectable decency.  

 

1.6. ‘They clung to their raiment closely’: Resisting Medical Examination 

From the Civil War onwards the twins exerted a much greater degree of control over their 

own performances. This was particularly evident as they refused the invasive medical 
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examinations which were a standard part of freak show exhibition. Medical men were 

continually frustrated by the McKoys’ skilful use of ideals of respectable femininity. 

Physicians complained of being permitted only ‘imperfect examinations’ of their body. In 

1869, the physician J.B.S. Jackson, attempted to circumvent the twins’ moral scruples 

through the use of their attendant, another former-slave of the Smith family: 

‘Having seen the girls several times, and finding that it would be entirely out of the 

question to get a vaginal examination, I requested the attendant to make one, with 

instructions; but, intimate as she is with them, she had no better success than 

myself.’
169

  

 

Jackson also requested that another physician, called Dr. Bowditch, be allowed to examine 

Millie so as to determine if heart on right hand side of her chest (as stated previously by 

earlier medical examiners), but he too was refused and wrote back to Dr Jackson claiming 

that ‘Millie was unwilling to remove her dress.’
170

 At just 18 years old, the McKoy twins 

were proving remarkable successful in utilising their performed respectability to refuse 

medical examinations. It was a bodily privacy which would have been unthinkable just a few 

years earlier when Christine and Millie were enslaved chattel. 

The Carolina twins’ image as respectable Victorian ladies provided a defence against 

perverse medical interest in their body/ies, through the claiming of an esteemed position and 

status. Convincing performances of respectability, both on stage and off, helped protect them 

against invasive medical inspection once the Emancipation Proclamation had legally freed 

them from the bondage of slavery. Prior to this, intimate medical examinations had been a 

crucial and unending part of show business. Indeed, it was standard practice that, upon arrival 

in each new city, the most respected medical and scientific professionals would be invited to 

a private viewing of the freak exhibit - often the press were invited as well. As was the case 

with the Bunker twins and countless other freak show performers from the period, the 
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resulting testimony became a vital part of advertising, and lent legitimacy to the show.
171

 For 

the McKoy twins it was no different, their various owners and managers all employed this 

standard practice.
172

 However, once freed in 1865, the fourteen-year-old twins made the 

controversial decision to end any such invasive medical examinations in the future - a 

decision reacted to with outrage from the medical community.
173

 This refusal gained much of 

its power from Millie and Christine’s now well-established image as respectable ladies, 

despite contemporary racial stereotypes. Medicine and science had, up to this point, evinced 

an abject and unnecessary interest in the joined sexual parts of Millie and Christine, and this 

refusal threw this perverse psychological interest back in the face of the medical and 

scientific community.
174

 

However the twins were to undergo one more intensely painful, humiliating, 

traumatic, and invasive medical violation, at the hands of a Dr William Pancoast in 1871, a 

Philadelphia physician who just three years later would most forcefully demand an 

opportunity to perform an autopsy upon the Bunker twins from their newly widowed 

wives.
175

 For now, the respected doctor was content to take advantage of the McKoys when 

they were in need of medical attention. ‘Happily’, as the French doctor Jacques Bertillon 

perversely reported in 1874, ‘one of them had several years back a very bad abscess ready to 

be opened.’
176

 They had earlier denied Bertillon the same opportunity for a medical 
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inspection while in Paris, thereby infuriating many in the French medical profession.
177

 Much 

to the delight of the international medical community, Pancoast gladly seized upon the 

opportunity provided by the abscess and recounted the examination in minute detail in an 

article entitled ‘The Carolina Twins’, in the Photographic Review of Medicine and Surgery. 

The text begins with a scientific classification of the girls as “Pygopagus symmetros,” 

signalling the onset of a medical gaze that functions by separation and classification creating 

a Foucauldian power-knowledge more specific and calculated than popularised discourse. 

While on stage, the ‘Double-Headed Twins’ may have had some control over their image due 

to the necessarily performed nature of show business and their tactical use of respectability, 

but private medical examination severely curtailed the twins’ agency. 

Nevertheless, despite what they took as the medical necessity of removing a painful 

abscess, Millie and Christine attempted the same defence which had been successful in 

preventing medical examinations since they had gained their freedom.
178

 We must read 

Pancoast’s report against the grain: 

‘After great persuasion and with the kind assistance of my friend Dr. F. F. Maury 

(owing to the modesty of the twins and the natural reluctance of Mrs. Smith), the 

accompanying photograph of them was taken. They clung to their raiment closely, as 

may be seen, and it was only by earnest entreaty that they were willing to compromise 

by retaining the drapery as photographed. The expressions of their countenances 

shows their displeasure, as their features ordinarily express great amiability of 

character.’
179

 

 

The twins’ act of clinging to their raiment was powerfully symbolic as it represented the 

twins’ use of the normalised discourse of Victorian feminine propriety as a way of resisting 

(unsuccessfully in this instance, but effective on numerous other occasions) this invasive 

medical gaze. The photograph referenced in this rather chilling paragraph is not included in 
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this version of the text, but both Martell and Frost included it in their studies.
180

 It pictures the 

twins from the back covered in a drapery which is left open to reveal the point at which they 

are joined. Christine’s expression appeared downcast and humiliated. Millie however, glared 

defiantly at the camera lens, implicitly challenging and shaming anyone who gazed upon 

their body.
181

 Despite being in a subjugated position, Millie therefore maintained the self-

respect such a photograph necessarily reduced, and shamed anyone who participates in 

Pancoast’s voyeurism. 

Pancoast included a second image in his article - a woodcut illustrated by a certain 

Mr. Faber, and based on Pancoast’s own descriptions. Shown in a sexually provocative 

position laying on a bed with the breasts of one twin unnecessarily exposed, and the prospect 

of any returning gaze noticeably disfigured, the illustration is of interest as it demonstrated 

the pornographic function such ostensibly professional journals participated in.
182

 The picture 

is drawn from a position at the foot of the bed with a clear view, and even enlarged inset, of 

the vagina, set between four muscular legs. Since it is based on Pancoast’s own descriptions 

it is a good indicator of what might be taken as the sexualised fantasy this examination held. 

Pancoast even described the masculinised action of having to push up and guide the twin’s 

legs immediately prior to the vaginal exam. ‘They lifted up the inside limbs as far as they 

could, but I was obliged to push them gently up still farther.’
183

 Not only is the inclusion of 
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the woodcut unnecessary, but the whole examination goes far beyond the ostensible reason of 

treating the abscess, identified as a fistulous opening.
184

 Over the next several days the twins 

were exposed to the harrowing experience of not only one examination but several: Pancoast 

invited numerous members of the medical community to engage in what amounted to no less 

than medicalised group rape.
185

 

It is not the conjoined nature of Millie and Christine alone which lay at the centre of 

their subjection to sexual abuse at the hands of a masculine medical gaze (although their 

conjunction undoubtedly plays a part). Rather, it was their blackness and the significance of 

this in a society which equated their colour with hyper-sexuality and fodder for medical 

experimentation.
186

 In this sense the twins’ horrific experience should be understood 

alongside the painfully dark history of medical experimentation forced upon black bodies.
187

 

None of this is to suggest that Millie and Christine McKoy should be regarded as mere 
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passive victims of the medical establishment. On the contrary they consistently confirmed 

their own, limited agency, a resistance which can be read in the lines of Pancoast’s own text – 

in their clinging to their raiment, in the defiant glare of Millie included in the photograph. 

Furthermore, for the six years between Emancipation and this unhappy event, they 

successfully avoided any such medical invasion. The same was true following the Pancoast 

examinations until their death in 1912.
188

 For black women during in the Reconstruction-era 

South, who had spent so much of their childhood subjected to such examination, their near-

complete avoidance of such close medical attention is a considerable achievement. 

 

1.7. Respectable Edification and the Freak Show  

While the performances of the McKoy twins must be understood within the fraught and 

violent racial-gendered context of the Reconstruction era South they also reflected the 

American freak show’s claims to respectable and edifying entertainment, claims which would 

begin to come under criticism by the beginning of the twentieth century.
189

 Mid-nineteenth 

century establishments such as Barnum’s American Museum owed much of their success to 

their ability to market themselves as edifying entertainment, with appropriate and 

instructional displays (human or otherwise – wax figures, paintings, live animals, dioramas of 

natural formations like the Niagara Falls, all featured alongside freak show performers) fit for 

the consumption of children, wives, mothers, the families of the expanding middle classes.
190

 

Less reputable dime museums in the New York Bowery district did cater to supposedly lower 
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class tastes as well, but freak show display in general did not become characterised in terms 

of exploitative, ‘dirty’, and morally unsavoury discourse until the boom of the mass 

entertainment outdoor amusement industry of the early twentieth century – until after the 

decline of the mainstream popular dime museum.
191

 American popular culture also 

underwent a gradual bifurcation into ‘high’ and ‘low’ spheres of cultural consumption during 

this time as edification and entertainment were pried apart in the form of silent instructional 

museums, musical auditoriums emphasising silent audience appreciation rather than the 

previously rowdy engagements with mid-century American theatre-goers.
192

 For Millie and 

Christine, these cultural changes in popular exhibition and increasing regulation of what 

constituted edification versus entertainment had their largest impact only after their show 

careers had begun to wind down in the 1890s. 

 However, the twins’ claims to moral respectability were not without challenge during 

the late nineteenth century. As a performance it required constant upkeep through, in Judith 

Butler’s terms, a stylized repetition of acts.
193

 In 1882 and again in 1883, the McKoy twins 

toured with Batcheller & Doris’s Great Inter-Ocean Railroad Show, where, as usual, their 

performances relied upon claims of respectability to capitalise the marketability of 

inoffensive and instructional entertainment.
194

 An advertising herald for the 1883 season 

depicts the twins on stage in elegant dress with their hands clasped respectfully at their waist, 

before a crowd of onlookers below of various different ages, men and women from the 
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middle and upper classes.
195

 In another coloured small handbill the twins are shown with 

visibly lighter skin and a slimmer and taller appearance, while, somewhat uncharacteristically 

less ‘plain’, Millie and Christine are nevertheless still displayed with various trappings of 

respectable and even ‘high’ culture – luxurious fans, and white paper which presumably 

contains sheet music to the songs they would have performed.
196

  

 While instructional and edifying entertainment was both marketable and profitable, it 

was also thereby a source of competitive hostility between rival shows. This was especially 

the case between the large railroad circuses emerging by the 1880s.
197

 The 1882 season was 

especially competitive for Batcheller & Doris’s Great Inter-Ocean which regularly 

overlapped routes with the Adam Forepaugh Circus. Publicity always accompanied 

competition between rival circus outfits, as it was sure to generate further interest in both 

shows. ‘Rat sheets’ - circus and sideshow parlance for what was effectively ‘attack 

advertisements’ - were a common method of tarnishing another troupe’s reputation. ‘Advance 

men’, who travelled the upcoming circus route months ahead of the actual show not only 

organised contracts for fuel, food for performers and animals, transportation contracts and so 

forth, they also organized advertising for the upcoming show by plastering towns with 

handbills and lithographs. Working with the ‘advance men’ were special ‘skirmishing’ or 

‘opposition’ cars who ensured contracts would not be stolen by rival circuses, and engaged in 

the various advertising and publicity wars – including the distribution of ‘rat sheets’
198

.  

Adam Forepaugh’s Circus produced at least one such attack against Millie and 

Christine during the 1882 season. Aside from claiming that the twins had previously been 

displayed for just 10 cents but now demanded 50 cents as the admission price, the attack 

advertisement also labelled them a ‘dark-skinned monstrosity’, and a ‘disgusting sight for 
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ladies and children to gaze upon’.
199

 A similar notice later in the season labelled the twins ‘a 

horribly repulsive Negro monstrosity’. Finally, and most revealingly, the ‘rat sheets’ claimed 

that ‘little Children cover their faces with their hands when encountering this frightful 

malformation’, and that ‘All good Christian people can but regret that this afflicted object 

should be hawked over the Country to satisfy the green of a couple of side show 

exhibitors’.
200

 This damning publicity struck at the heart of the twins’ profitability, but also 

simultaneously at their own strategies of performing respectability while effacing dominant 

racial stereotypes by rejecting the carefully constructed discourse of ‘grace’, ‘intelligence’, 

and ‘propriety’ which packaged their performances. Millie and Christine understood the 

danger such claims posed not only to their livelihoods, but also to their own material lives 

and reputations within the context of dominant understandings of black womanhood as 

promiscuous, devoid of morality, and outside the realm of domestic respectability.
201

 

 

1.8. Conclusion 

The McKoy twins passed away on their Columbus County property in October 1912. Had the 

twins’ show career continued into the twentieth century, they would have found it 

increasingly difficult to defend their claims to respectable decency and religious morality. 

Thomas Dixon, Jr’s The Clansman was published just five years before the death of Millie 

and Christine, while D. W. Griffith’s film adaptation, Birth of a Nation, in 1915, would 

further crystallize mainstream American fears of supposed black bestial sexuality.
202

 In a new 

regime of normalisation eugenic science underpinned new racial hierarchies and fears of 
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miscegenation accompanying the mixture of hidden interior markers of race.
203

 The 

American freak show also faced the historic juncture identified by Thomson, as it was 

separated from a culture which saw extraordinary bodies as a sign of God or Nature’s 

abundance and inexplicability, to a culture informed by eugenic medical science that 

difference meant aberration, error, and inferiority. Human differences became medicalized as 

pathological and in need of medical correction, while their display for profit was now deemed 

inappropriate.
204

 Freak show display was increasingly relegated to a ‘low’ cultural practice – 

to carnival sideshows competing with the new and expanding amusement rides for an 

increasingly smaller share of the outdoor entertainment industry. The most successful 

performers travelled with sideshows attached to large travelling railroad circuses, but even 

here the freak show would struggle for cultural legitimacy and profitability as the twentieth 

century progressed.  

The Bunker twins, of course, died in January 1874, well before this shift. In many 

respects they had also been fortunate that most of their lives and careers had taken place 

before the late nineteenth century backlash against Chinese and Asian immigration which 

culminated in the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act.
205

 It is hard to imagine that they could have 

been so successful in claiming American citizenship and identities as Southern land-owning 

gentlemen had their careers occurred just a few decades later. It was only during their last 
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tour of California, just before the onset of the Civil War, that they were so explicitly and 

consistently racialized and associated with an increasingly suspect population.
206

  

As was the case with the McKoy twins however, it was the medical establishment that 

posed the biggest threat to Chang and Eng’s agency, literally cutting past their previously 

performed and constructed layers of respectability, after having pressured their family with 

claims of inevitable grave-robbing, a debt to the medical community, as well as fuelling the 

press with false aspersions that Adelaide and Sarah intended to profit by displaying their dead 

husbands’ bodies. While anatomical medicine could now rely upon a steady stream of 

cadavers from America’s poorest and most marginalised populations thanks to recent mid-

century ‘Anatomy Act’ legislation, for its schools of medical training and education, securing 

the ‘extraordinary bodies’ of two Southern gentlemen required greater duplicity.
207

 It is ironic 

that the medical men chose to use fear of ‘grave-robbers’ as a persuasive tool, given that their 

profession had only recently managed to distant itself from this very same disparaging label. 

As scholar Michael Sappol has revealed, it was only towards the end of the nineteenth 

century that the medical community had successfully managed to claim respectability as a 

profession. Dissection, as a newly potent masculine ritual of producing and disseminating 

knowledge, played a crucial role in this process.
208

 When Pancoast cut into the flesh of the 

Bunker twins he declared that ‘the monster now before us’ (before him and his accompanying 

physician Harrison Allen) was an ‘Omphelopagus Xiphodidymus’.
209

 Armed with the 

technology and masculine authority of the scalpel, and displaying the same opportunism he 
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had shown in examining the McKoys’ under the pretence of treating an abscess, it is 

significant that Pancoast could only make such a declaration after the Bunkers had lost the 

power to speak for themselves.  

Christine and Millie McKoy, as well as Chang and Eng Bunker, successfully 

constructed freak show careers through skilful claims to gendered honour and respectability 

in antebellum and postbellum America. They secured extraordinary levels of autonomy and 

independence for themselves and their families in the rural South in the very years that the 

region violently erected new racial hierarchies and systems of coercion and control. Their 

success was neither guaranteed by the heyday of the American freak show (which dealt in 

exotic displays of ‘African savagery’ just as much as aggrandizing displays of extraordinary 

accomplishment), nor by their  curious union.
210

 Their navigation of these marginalized 

spaces instead followed from tactical engagements with their audience, skilful performances 

of on stage and in daily life. For the McKoys, this meant an empowering and constantly 

reinforced performed respectability and religiosity which functioned as a shroud of morality, 

able to protect against sexualisation and demeaning racial stereotypes, as well as against 

charges of repugnance and inappropriate display. It meant strategically maintaining contact 

with their former-slaveowner family, while securing land and independence for themselves 

and their loved ones. For the Bunkers, securing their independence required more than simply 

severing their connection to the Coffin family, but a life-long construction of an identity as 

anti-black, honourable, Southern masculine gentlemen – through land and even slave 

ownership, through marriage and children named after famous American figures, through a 

crafted persona that rejected Orientalised feminine infantilisation. The freak show stage, 

rather than the newly professionalising medical establishment, provided the space for such 

contested acts of self-representation.  
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CHAPTER TWO1 

Freak Show Portraiture and the Disenchantment of the 

Extraordinary Body 

 

On the 10
th

 of September 1878, in Valparaiso, Chile, Ann E. L. Thomson found herself 

signing and selling carte-de-visites following one of her performances.
2
 Thomson was 

employed as a part of the ‘privileges department’ for Cooper, Bailey & Co.’s Allied Shows, 

one of the first of the large American circus outfits to reach markets in the southern 

hemisphere. South America marked the end of a gruelling nearly two year trip abroad touring 

Australia and New Zealand for both Thomson and the Allied Shows. Already a ‘freak show’ 

veteran who had made a living through human exhibition since the end of the Civil War, she 

understood the importance of photographic prints to her trade. She duly signed her name on 

the back of the photograph, followed by the inscription: ‘Born without arms, Georgia, Aged 

38 years’. In the image Thomson sits bolt upright, her gaze is angled away from the camera 

lens and into the distance, her facial features rendered clear by soft-lighting in the typical 

style of Victorian bourgeois portraiture. Her feet are shown engaged in the process of knitting 

a table covering, the poised scissors adding a sense of assertive control to her image, while a 

masonic cross hangs from her neck conferring upon her religious piety and the respectability 

of the fraternity.
3
 Thomson’s picture was part of a tradition of aggrandising freak show 
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portraiture intended to attest to the wonder and curiosity-provoking power of extraordinary 

bodies, in a visual discourse which typically emphasised ability and status.
4
  

2.1. Extraordinary Bodies and the ‘Shadow Archive’ 

Nineteenth century carte-de-visites and cabinet card depictions of freak show performers 

clearly belong to the visual traditions of Victorian portraiture, even if it is not so clear 

whether they enforced or undermined bourgeois self-representation as they engaged with the 

new photographic and print technologies of the period. However, freak show portraiture 

should also be analysed alongside the other main area of focus for scholars of photographic 

visual practices – the repressive functioning of institutional uses of photographic practice.
5
 

Most academic scholarship continues to treat visual techniques of bourgeois self-

representation as opposed to repressive techniques aimed at uncovering criminal/insane/racial 

‘types’ as two separate and distinct poles of visual practice. Freak show portraiture, precisely 

because it was situated at the intersection of commercial and scientific-medical uses of 

photographic imagery, highlights particularly clearly the complex entanglement of these two 

apparently distinct areas.
6
 In other words, images of people who made a living performing as 

‘freaks’, provide insightful glimpses of what Alan Sekula has termed the ‘shadow archive’ 

that welds together honorific and repressive functions of visual practice.
7
 At the same time, 

the freak show as a whole and its photographic imagery in particular was a commercial 
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enterprise in the late nineteenth century. Technological advances in photography and print 

became central to the commercial functioning of the freak show, and played an important role 

in the increasing separation of the freak show as an entertainment from professionalising 

science, which paradoxically contributed to the decline of the freak show as a socially 

acceptable industry. Photographed, framed, fetishized as commercial objects, filed, and 

classified, in both medical journals and Victorian photographic albums, freak show 

performers were increasingly stripped of their power to evoke animistic wonder as 

‘extraordinary bodies’.
8
  

This chapter locates freak show portraiture amongst various constellations of visual 

practices within late nineteenth century American visual culture, in order to trace the 

complexities of the disenchantment of extraordinary bodies. These included not only 

bourgeois portraiture, but also systems of classification geared around the increasing control 

and surveillance of the social and material body, the medical photography of eugenic science, 

and ethnographic images of colonial subjects. All of these visual practices were shot through 

with historically constructed elements of class, race, gender, sexuality, and able-bodiedness. 

Unlike the other chapters in this study, this section is not anchored by the specific careers of 

one or two freak show performers, but rather photographic practices as a part of the freak 

show industry as a whole. Nonetheless, performers’ experiences and strategies are still at the 

centre of this chapter’s narrative, which analyses how they responded to and were faced with 

a web of different photographic practices, sometimes honorific, sometimes repressive, but 

always contested fields of representation. I aim to complicate the existing binary of bourgeois 

portraiture and institutionally repressive images in the historiography of photographic 

practices by showing how performers such as Ann E. Leak Thomson used freak show 
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portraiture in the context of shifting regimes of bodily normalcy and competing systems of 

photographic meaning. 

While freak show scholars still generally accept Robert Bogdan’s distinction between 

two main modes of presentation – an aggrandised status stylised mode which made a claim to 

class and status, as opposed to an exotic style of presentation which focused upon the 

performer’s alleged savagery or non-Western origins – their performative strategies were not 

so limited or binary.
9
  Freakishness was marketed and packaged and, like the fables of 

abundance which cultural historian Jackson Lears located in American advertising practices, 

this involved more than simply meeting the forces of supply and demand – it involved 

engaging with dominant ways of being in the world, contested identities, and shifting 

worldviews.
10

 Longstanding commercial practices and stylised modes of presentation were 

fluid, constantly reformulated, and always performed. They were not tied to specific bodily 

configurations, and a few performers with long careers even alternated between these modes 

of display.
11

 Freak show portraiture featured acts from every mode of presentation, but most 

often featured aggrandised status portrayals as they specifically sought to engage with the 

dominant styles of bourgeois self-representation which characterised early popular 

photographic practices.
12

 For this reason most of this chapter will focus on performers in the 
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Division, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.  
12

 Group shots of colonised peoples functioned as important counterparts to singular freak show portraits in a 

status-claiming mode of presentation. These emphasised ‘savagery’, and ‘backward’ or ‘uncivilised’ traditions 
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aggrandised status mode who inserted themselves into the visual hierarchies as a way of 

claiming status (as well as profit), in the context of dominant honorific and repressive visual 

practices. Freak show performers allegedly brought to the West from so-called ‘uncivilised’ 

cultures will not be a main focus, except insofar as they represent another pole of visual 

display provided by ethnographic and anthropological investigation.
13

 

In Walter Benjamin’s analysis of photography and technological reproducibility, 

photographic portraiture was regarded as the last vestige of the ‘aura’ or the cult value held 

by art before being driven away by mass reproduction and held to more overtly political 

sensibilities. Early photography, before the turn of the twentieth century, found, in the human 

countenance, a last refuge of its ‘auratic’ quality.
14

 Social historian Alan Trachtenberg has 

similarly depicted early photographic practice, particularly the daguerreotype, as holding for 

its contemporary viewers something of a magical element as a mysterious and arcane 

practice.
15

 It is more convincing, however, to attribute this loss of animistic power not to the 

peculiarities of the medium of photography, but more to a broader cultural shift in visual 

practices and their meaning, as well as a more general disenchantment with the animistic 
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Bogdan, Freak Show, 114-16; McClintock, Imperial Leather, 122-23.  
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 Alan Trachtenberg, "Likeness as Identity: Reflections on the Daguerrean Mystique," in The Portrait in 

Photography, ed. Graham Clarke (London: Reaktion Books, 1992), 180-87. 
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world-view in American culture as a whole.
16

 The ‘aura’ of photographic portraiture was lent 

an increasingly scientific and supposedly ‘secure’ basis by both photography as a medium 

which captured what was actually there, as well as by scientific discourses of reading interior 

essences onto facial expressions and head or skull shapes through phrenology and 

physiognomy.
17

 Yet these developments also robbed visual practices of this very same 

animistic quality. The ‘aura’ was increasingly pinned down by the ability to read bodies, to 

measure them anthropometrically and scientifically in such a way that it lost its less tangible 

aspect, the less legible qualities whose depiction separated artistic portraiture from creating  a 

mere likeness.
18

  

What was denigrated as a ‘likeness’ in nineteenth century photographic portraiture 

(and painted portraits before that) became scientific and material evidence of an interior 

racialized, gendered and classed identity mapped out  according to principles of heredity and, 

to a lesser extent as the century progressed, environment.  At the same time, the interior 

qualities of character, morality, respectability, and other commendable virtues were less 

attributed to some animistic interior made accessible by an artistic sensibility, and instead 

became documentable and reproducible, more fixed and secure in a cultural worldview 

centred around a more managerial, bureaucratic, disenchanted and rationalised order.
19
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 Lears, Fables of Abundance, 112-15; Smith, American Archives, 207.  
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 Samuel H. Greenblatt, "Phrenology in the Science and Culture of the 19th Century," Neurosurgery 37, no. 4 
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Popular culture, museum-going practices, ‘high’ versus ‘low’ art, public spaces of work and 

leisure, educational instruction versus commercial pleasure were increasingly policed by 

arbiters of culture as the so-called ‘Gilded Age’ translated into the Progressive Era.
20

 

Photographic and visual practices played a crucial role in the increasingly disenchanted 

worldview(s) of the turn of the twentieth century across visual hierarchies of honorific and 

repressive representation. The photographic archive gained increasing influence after mid-

century, and generated and maintained discourses of order and integrity as applied to the 

body, its interior, and the significance of where it stood in relation to the broader construction 

of things and being.
21

 Freak show portraiture must be understood not simply as occurring at 

the intersection of a still relatively new medium (photographic representation), but as a 

response to broader change in the arbitration and separation of taste, culture, knowledge, and 

instruction. 

 

2.2. Bourgeois Portraiture 

Freak show portraiture claimed a space within an already existing photographic practice 

aimed at conferring status and respectability. Bourgeois photographic portraiture was not 

simply the result of a ‘democratisation’ of (painted) portraiture through technological 

advance and increased affordability through a new medium.
22

 It involved the convergence of 

an elitist perception that portraits of the upper class could be used to morally educate the 

public, with the aspirations of a rising bourgeois and professional middle class who also 
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employed the visual practice as a means of claiming status and authority.
23

 From mid-

century, early itinerant Daguerreotypists and more established photographic studios catered 

to both of these demands with the promise of capturing the moral and uplifting aura of an 

elite subject or the conferral of that same instructional transformation downwards to the 

aspiring upper middle classes. Moreover, the finished portraits of respectability themselves 

were material objects which circulated in Victorian photo albums as sites of consumption as 

well as production. Not only did they continue to make a claim to class and status for their 

subjects, but as consumed, discussed and circulated objects, they functioned as indices to 

what constituted respectability and authority. They contributed to the assertion of control and 

instruction over behaviour of those below, in a more thoroughly productive relation of 

power.
24

 

 Noted Civil War photographer Mathew Brady first made his name capturing the 

instructional visages of America’s elite. He changed studios several times during the 1850s as 

he built a reputation and pursued more elite clientele. However his first studio was also in a 

strategically placed location, on Broadway and Fulton next to Barnum’s American Museum 

and Astor House - two of the premier attractions in New York at the time. Broadway was also 

the nation’s cultural centre, a popular place in which to stroll down the avenue in a status-

infused performance – one which Brady could further cement within a material photographic 

frame.
25

 Searching for a more upscale clientele not only allowed photographic portraitists 

such as Brady to vindicate their work as a true art form rather than a mechanical production, 

it also strengthened their claims to capture the interior characters of their subjects. 
26
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Mathew Brady’s portraits of ‘Illustrious Americans’, taken throughout the 1850s and 

1860s, purported to depict the spiritual and moral character of those deemed to represent 

national ideals.
27

 Drawing on popular conceptions informed by the dominant taxonomies of 

phrenology and physiognomy, Brady, and bourgeois portraitists in general, aimed to unveil in 

the countenance of the subject their behavioural traits and interior essence.
28

 Photographic 

portraits were fabricated with a mixture of props, backdrops, and posing. Aspiring subjects 

had their bodies positioned, dressed, lit, and ultimately constructed. In a space designed to 

utilise the symbols of family and social order which comprised the bourgeois milieu, tilted 

chins, serious expressions, far away and lofty gazes adhering to long-standing aesthetic 

traditions were created through bodily discipline and specialised techniques in order to confer 

further authority and control over those positioned at the other end of the ‘shadow archive’.
29

  

 The elite men who comprised Brady’s galleries of ‘Illustrious Americans’, along with 

those who walked Broadway aspiring to a higher status and social position, were not the only 

subjects who sat in his studio. The fashionable district was only one of two strategic 

advantages in the studio’s location. Another was the steady supply of freak show performers 

contracted at Barnum’s American Museum across the street. For a freak show performer from 

the beginning of the cart-de-visite craze in the 1860s, having a portrait taken was a standard 

and central business practice, right alongside embellished or fabricated ‘life-story’ pamphlets 

and signed testimonials from the local physicians who examined them.
30

 They utilised the 
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very same chairs and props as the presidents, respected authors, politicians and other elite 

clientele employed in their claims to status and dignity. They also sat alongside the very same 

‘illustrious Americans’ in the photographic albums kept in Victorian parlours. Whether 

‘extraordinary bodies’ were seen as deserving of the same respect as elite physiognomies,  or 

as parodic trespassers whose pretences only served to further highlight the incongruities of 

their bodies with those of the elite, is not always clear.
31

 What is certain is that freak show 

portraits were viewed in multiple and complex ways, interpreted from a range of vantage 

points, and that no single explanation of the significance of their claims to bourgeois identity 

can be convincing.  Nevertheless their photographic presence alongside the illustrious 

matched their live presence as exhibits in museums alongside waxwork and paintings of 

famous and respected contemporary and historical figures.
32

 

The success of P.T. Barnum’s American Museum has often been credited as being the 

main cause of the explosion of dime museums in the New York Bowery area, establishments 

which often targeted a more working class clientele.
33

 By 1879 or 1880, these establishments, 

like the American Museum on Broadway, attracted photographers intent on profiting from 

freak show demand for photographic portraits to the Bowery area as well. Charles 

Eisenmann, a German immigrant who came to America in 1868, proved highly successful in 

this trade for over a decade and a half, and left behind more photographic portraits of 

extraordinarily-bodied performers than anyone else.
34

 Eisenmann’s work emerged at the 

same time as the larger cabinet cards were overtaking the previous ‘cartomania’ for carte-de-
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visites. The smaller calling-card-sized images had been patented by the French photographer 

Adolphe-Eugѐne Disdéri in 1854 and by 1860 were in global demand, driving the emergence 

of the elaborately bound photo albums which became a common feature in Victorian 

homes.
35

 For a decade and a half, from 1879 to 1893, Eisenmann’s studio profited from and 

assisted freak show performers in crafting photographic portraits to accompany and advertise 

their performances.
36

  

Compared to the more decorous cabinet cards, the small dimensions of carte-de-

visites had typically allowed for only bust-sized portraits, with little room for elaborate 

parlour settings.
37

 Choices of dress style and pose, however, were still utilised in this smaller 

card format, as shown by the images of ‘General Tom Thumb’ (Charles Sherwood Stratton) 

and his wife Lavinia Warren. The Stratton and Warren wedding, a highly publicised event 

which even managed to knock news of the Civil War off the front page of the New York 

Times for three straight days, triggered an immense production of carte-de-visites.
38

 In one 

Mathew Brady image Stratton and Warren stand in the centre, flanked by the best man 

‘Commodore Nutt’ and Lavinia’s sister Minnie Warren. The caption, which labelled both 

male diminutive performers with their high status titles, framed its subjects as the ‘Fairy 

Wedding Group’. They were dressed in the finest suits and dresses befitting a decorous 

Victorian wedding, while a tall pillar stands at the edge of the image to further emphasise the 

physical smallness of the whole group. On the back of the card are the signatures of the 

newly wed Strattons, Charles Stratton used his real name instead of the show persona 

‘General Tom Thumb’, while both employed the high-class formal phrase ‘Compliments 
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of…’ to further cement a claim to respectability and status.
39

 Other carte-de-visites from the 

ceremony emphasised the wedding and reception dresses of ‘Mrs General Tom Thumb’, with 

long descriptions of the material and symbolism of the design on the back of the card.
40

  

Technologies of portraiture were crucial to both freak show portraiture and bourgeois 

self-representation more generally. The often-noted advances in photographic and print 

technology were also accompanied by a swathe of developments in technique, tools and 

positioning specifically focused on aiding portraiture.
41

 Backdrops were the most obvious of 

these changes in display, produced and utilised to depict a range of exotic landscapes 

informed by a host of colonial and orientalist discourses, but also lavish interior parlours or 

other settings informed by classical Greek or Roman motifs were utilised in this way. 

Companies such as E. & H. T. Anthony Co. in New York supplied not only backdrops, but 

also other mock furniture and props constructed from papier mâché and light timbers.
42

 The 

patterns and designs reflected American tastes as well as perceptions of other cultural 

aesthetics, both European and ‘oriental’.
43

 A photographic studio’s choice and mixture of 

props and backdrop was decided through a range of factors, from expense and economic 

limits, to the physical dimensions of the performers themselves, but the most important factor 

hinged upon the stylised presentation being attempted. 
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One particular piece of equipment utilised in portraiture makes clear the links between 

honorific self-presentation and repressive state representations in nineteenth century 

photographic practices. Oliver Sarony, the brother of noted portraitist Napoleon Sarony, 

developed a posing stand to get around the oft-needed necessity of using props specifically 

for the purpose of enabling subjects to stand in a certain position for the often lengthy 

exposure time.
44

 In the shape of a thin hat stand, this mechanism was equipped with 

moveable arms upon which the subject could rest in a specific pose, while the apparatus 

remained mostly (but not always) hidden behind the subject. This device allowed greater 

control over the exact positioning of the body and enabled a more precise portrayal of 

interiorised essence as inscribed on the surface of the body, to confer more readily the 

relevant symbols of status and meaning. Both illustrious subjects and freak show performers 

made use of the posing stand, which can often be located in the shadowy background of 

Eisenmann’s depictions of ‘extraordinary bodies’.
45

 The posing stand literally disciplined the 

body to produce a specific stylised presentation within certain conceptualisations of 

knowledge.
46

 In the case of middle and upper class subjects, the stand was a tool designed to 

assist with the expression of postures and countenances which evoked the normative values 

accompanying status, patriarchy and respect. For freak show performers the posing stand, and 

other technologies, helped to utilise these same status-conferring techniques as part of a more 

complex visual display of animistic layering. At the same time, the posing stand reveals that 

bourgeois portraiture too, and not just the repressive photographic practices of state 
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institutions, disciplined its honorific subjects by literally manipulating the body to produce 

the desired image. 

Following the craze for carte-de-visites, cabinet cards enabled an even greater use of 

costumes, props, backdrops, and décor in order to further increase performers’ range of self-

presentation. Extraordinary bodies could be portrayed in cabinet cards not simply as an 

example of a particular typology of bodily difference, but as part of a performance which 

emphasised the abundance of embodied possibilities, an abundance which both stabilised and 

undercut dominant cultural narratives.
47

 When the ‘fat lady’ Ida Williams was depicted in an 

Eisenmann card from the 1880s it was not just her size which formed part of her presentation, 

although this was emphasised through a blank backdrop and a close-up shot which resulted in 

her body taking up most of the frame.
48

 Her image conveyed other significations than sheer 

size or weight - she was dressed in an elegant gown, a large pearl necklace, and several 

indistinguishable medallions. The sleeveless dress reveals bared arms which not only gesture 

towards her obesity, but are held in a pose which at the same time paradoxically suggest both 

a masculine strength and feminine passivity. Her right hand is clenched in a fist, tucked under 

her chin and bent at the elbow, depicting muscularity and confidence, while the left arm is 

resting above her head along a column as if in sultry recline. The image was aggrandising in 

terms of the class and status which was claimed by the splendidly dressed Williams, yet it 

also spoke to gender non-conformity, even duplicity, in a way which is very different to early 

twentieth century displays of heavy people.
49

 While these later images invariably showed 
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them sitting on very small chairs, or as part of a whole family of heavy people, Williams’ 

Victorian-era image is suffused with layers of meaning, and not so easily interpreted in a 

single way.
50

 

Such complex meanings abounded in freak show portraiture. Isaac Sprague, a ‘human 

skeleton’, was portrayed in a manner which surely emphasised his light and delicate frame. 

His age (forty-two), dimensions of height (five feet, six inches) and weight (forty-three 

pounds) were recorded, truthfully or not, in the caption at the base of an early Eisenmann 

carte-de-visite.
51

 Still an aggrandised status image, his frilled waistcoat is sleeveless to reveal 

slender arms, while shorts with tight leggings and long white socks similarly emphasised the 

skinniness of his legs. However, Sprague was nonetheless depicted within a Victorian parlour 

setting, in front of an elegant table and beside a heavy drape curtain. Moreover, his overall 

stature is emphasised from a low camera angle which reveals clean-cut facial features as he 

literally peers down at the viewer and into the lens. Sprague’s right arm is also confidently 

cocked at the elbow with his hand resting on his hip. Femininity, frailty, dependence and 

weakness, all of which were connotations of his particular bodily condition, were countered 

with a confident stance and imposing downward gaze within a setting emphasising status and 

dignity. Even within the text of the caption which records his bodily measurements the thin 

man is conferred the dignity of a title as ‘Mr. I. W. Sprague’.
52

  

 In honorific bourgeois photographic practices generally and the American freak show 

specifically, the domestic scenes of the Victorian parlour and the patriarchal values that 

underlined such imagery were further reinforced through the symbolic use of the family. 

From the earliest popular uses of photography the family was used to construct a portable kit 
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of images designed to bear witness to family connectedness and patriarchal order.
53

 In 

another Eisenmann carte-de-visite, Sprague is shown accompanied by a woman and three 

boys whom the viewer is clearly supposed to interpret as the thin man’s family.
54

 Sprague 

himself is presented in much the same manner and pose (his clothes are almost exactly the 

same, and again his arm rests confidently on his hip), and stands with a noticeable gap apart 

from the family. It is possible that the distance is maintained so as not to obscure the view of 

his bare arm above and below the elbow, but in so doing it marginalises Sprague somewhat 

from the ‘normal’ figures in the frame which constitute the family. In any case the seated and 

submissive wife, the well-dressed and clean-featured boys have been deployed to emphasise 

Sprague’s patriarchal authority, as well as his masculine capacity for sexual reproduction and 

order.
55

 

 ‘Legless wonder’ Eli Bowen also appeared with his wife and child in photographic 

portraits sold at his performances. Bowen did in fact settle and raise a family in Ohio, and so 

it is likely that the woman and child who appear with him in such images, and are in fact 

labelled as such, are indeed his family.
56

 In one image, Bowen strikes his characteristic pose 

with his left hand behind his back and his right resting on his chest as he sits upon a small 

cloth-covered table with his ‘flipper feet’ exposed through holes in his clothes at the bottom 

of his torso. The table rises his overall height to be nearly equivalent with that of his seated 

wife, who dutifully fulfils the gender-assigned role of childcare as signified by her clasping 

of the boy’s left hand and her grip on his shoulder. The boy imitates his father’s masculine 
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pose with his right hand on his chest, thereby underlining both his future role in patriarchal 

society, as well as Bowen’s present paternal authority.
57

 The presence of the family might 

have also been interpreted as sexually evocative, given the visual proof it offered of 

‘extraordinary bodies’ as sexually reproductive.
58

 Further, the location of a performer with an 

extraordinary bodily configuration within a family of ‘normal’ proportions further 

contributed to the mysterious origins of the performer, in a way which contrasted starkly with 

the hereditary tables drawn up by eugenic scientists into the twentieth century. The family, 

employed as a strategy of self-representation in the freak show, formed part of the complex 

and multilayered meanings the ‘extraordinary body’ could constitute prior to more specific 

discursive scientific categorisation. 

Charles B. Tripp, introduced at the outset of this dissertation, who performed as an 

‘armless wonder’ whose feet and toes provided the dexterity which hands and arms could not, 

was also presented through photographic portraiture as an extraordinary body irreducible to a 

simple condition. Photographed several times in Eisenmann’s studio, as well as in the same 

studio photographer Frank Wendt took over from Eisenmann in 1893, there is a consistent 

emphasis upon Tripp’s practical ability and craftsmanship.
59

  In almost every existing cabinet 

card I have found of Tripp, both early in his long career as well as in images from the early 

twentieth century, he is shown in a chair within a Victorian parlour style setting. His various 

tools, including pens, scissors, and chisels, are displayed on the ground in front of him, while 

he himself is impeccably dressed in a business suit and vest accompanied by other markers of 

middle class respectability such as a gold watch chain and a tea set resting on a side table.
60
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 By making use of the various technologies and of Victorian portraiture - of pose, 

tropes, symbols and lighting designed to confer respectability - freak show portraiture 

poached on the territory of bourgeois self-representation. Photographer and scholar Michael 

Mitchell has correctly identified the strategic claims such images made to respectability.
61

  

Yet he goes too far in disregarding these claims as a ‘game of pretend’ or ‘freak indulgence’, 

and thus reduces an important tactic and empowering strategy to some kind of vain self-

delusion.
62

 Freak show performers did utilise large tomes and bibles, watch chains, tea sets 

and decorous parlour settings to assert their familiarity with indoor leisure activities available 

only to the upper-middle classes, to conjure images of piety and respectability, but, 

constructed as they may have been, such claims deserve to be taken seriously. The same use 

of these tropes and symbols by non-extraordinarily bodied individuals were just as contrived 

and constructed, just as tailored to inserting themselves within a hierarchy destabilized by 

modernity, urbanisation and market relations. If we accept non-extraordinary bodied claims 

to elite status and respectability as legitimate, but dismiss those of extraordinary bodied 

people as absurd, then we are effectively reinscribing the very normative hierarchies within 

which freak show performers operated and resisted. Moreover, many of the most successful 
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freak show performers were able to command salaries enabling a lavish lifestyle, even if 

many more lived more modestly - but still independently - off their meal ticket.
63

 

Freak show portraits were interpreted widely in a number of different ways, just as the 

freak show itself attracted its audience from all sectors of society. There is little doubt that 

many viewers of these images were bemused by the supposed incongruity of such unusually 

bodied performers’ claims to respectability and status. However, in a period in which the 

medicalisation of the body and its submission to a model of efficiency based on the factory 

was still yet to dominate the popular imagination, corporeal abundance had not yet been 

marginalised to the realm of bodily error in need of correction for the very reason that the 

body had not been fully subjugated to more fixed discursive epistemologies. While a modern 

post-disability activism perspective tends to make us wary of freak show displays of the 

‘disabled’ body, and to be suspicious of such enactments of class and status, interpreting 

freak show portraiture as merely an exploitive practice designed to mock the subject and 

consolidate the viewer’s self-perception as ‘normal’, severely undercuts the performative 

power of self-representation.
64

 To assume that freak show performers claims’ to status and 

respectability were meant to be merely parodic and aimed at humour or amusement 

anachronistically overlays our current understandings of mid-twentieth century carnival freak 

shows onto late nineteenth and turn of the century freak show portraiture. 
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Sprague, Tripp, Bowen, Williams, and countless other late nineteenth century freak 

show performers who utilised portraiture in an aggrandised style of presentation all gave their 

bodies complex layers of legibility.
65

 By layering countless symbols of meaning which 

carried various significations of class, race, gender, sexuality, and ability upon their bodies, 

they constructed a potentially empowering alternative to attempts to read their bodies in any 

single way. If, as we have seen with Chang and Eng Bunker’s autopsy, the scalpel could be 

used to cut away performative claims to respectability, then the available strategy of layering 

one’s identity with claims to status and complex signification was all the more important.
66

 

Their use of photographic portraiture demanded that their human complexity not be reduced 

to any single characteristic of condition, in contrast to medical categorisation and the 

scientific production of knowledge.
67

 This strategy, even if not consciously employed, drew 

on an earlier animistic worldview which was rapidly going out of fashion in the context of the 

professionalization of Western science, the rise of modes of being in the world centred 

around models of bureaucratic rationality and industrial efficiency.
68

 Furthermore, freak show 

portraiture was a commercially driven enterprise whose central strategy of effacing the power 

of dominant categories of knowledge to render bodies increasingly legible functioned within 

a photographic medium and visual culture that was a key part of bodily disenchantment.
69
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2.3. Repressive Photographic Practices and discursive visual culture 

In the same years that bourgeois portraiture flourished, American visual culture reflected the 

increasing development and application of photographic practices to systems of classification 

and control. These were not separate developments however, both were part of the increasing 

delineation of the social body steeped in normative conceptualisations of race, gender, class, 

sexuality, and able-bodiedness.
70

 The photographic portrait and mechanical reproduction 

allowed ‘new forms of social surveillance even as it provided new venues for cultural 

contestation’.
71

 The bourgeois portrait asserted cultural dominance through an exteriorised 

discourse of interiority which inscribed morality, intelligence, and the ideals of Western 

patriarchy into the physical features and pose of the body. The ‘auratic’ power of bourgeois 

portraiture lay in its ability to be recognised in the countenances of its subjects.
72

 This very 

same codification of the body as a map of interior essences also entailed a discursive ability 

to supposedly locate immorality, stupidity, savagery, and criminality as well. The rising 

professional middle class, which constituted the main drive behind eugenic practices and 

applications of photography, was a milieu just as deeply invested in making interior essences 

legible upon the exterior body. 
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2.4. Policing and Identification  

Policing developed alongside photographic practice as a form of social surveillance from the 

mid-nineteenth century.
73

 Here the camera was used as a mechanism of identification 

intended to locate recidivists perceived to be operating within the anonymity of the urban 

landscapes and taking advantage of the instabilities of identity, instabilities which in turn 

furthered bourgeois and bureaucratic desires for a more stable social and cultural hierarchy. 

In the United States photographic practices played important yet still limited roles in policing. 

The San Francisco Police Department began producing daguerreotypes of prisoners as early 

as 1854, while police in New York in 1858, Cleveland in the late 1860s, and then Chicago in 

1870 followed suit.
74

 Even Mathew Brady made photographic portraits of prisoners at the 

Long Island Farms and the Blackwell Island penitentiaries in New York, published in 1846 in 

Marmaduke Sampson’s Rationale of Crime.
75

 While Brady later distinguished himself with 

his Galleries of Illustrious Americans, within a few years police departments had produced 

their own inverted ‘Rogues Galleries’. From 1857 in New York the public were invited to 

gaze upon the countenances of photographed ‘criminals’, not only as an anti-recidivist 

measure designed to spread the faces of men who might be tempted into engaging in criminal 

activity once more, but also to familiarise the public with what criminality itself purportedly 

looked like.
76

 It functioned as a public counterexample to the middle class galleries of 
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portraits which adorned lavish photographic studios and proliferated on the printed page, 

marking the boundaries of middle class respectability during a period of marked social 

instability.
77

 The ‘Rogues Galleries’ and the ‘Galleries of Illustrious Americans’ were two 

poles of visual practice around which interior essence or character could be read legibly upon 

the body, and thereby served to more closely regulate the social as well as the physical 

body.
78

 

 At the same time, photographic practice as applied to policing proved ineffective 

without an accompanying bureaucratic system for the storing and retrieval of individual files. 

French director of the Identification Bureau of the Paris Prefecture of Police, Alphonse 

Bertillon, successfully developed such an archival system in addition to a whole new system 

of bodily identification which included but was not limited to photographic imagery. His 

system employed Quetelet’s concept of the average man, a group of statistical averages for 

human attributes such as height and weight from which actual measurements for specific 

individuals could be distributed.
79

 Bertillon identified eleven body measurements, which 

ranged from measuring the length from the elbow to the middle finger, the length of the left 

foot, the dimensions of the ear and head, and so forth, as the minimum requirement for 

accurately identifying a single individual.
80

 The system of bodily measurement was used in 

conjunction with photographic images of so-called criminals which were produced in a more 

systematic manner through the use of consistent lighting, a standard distance between the lens 

and the subject, and close profile and full face close-up shots aimed at uncovering a more 
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precise likeness to assist in identification. Termed ‘signaletics’, or, alternatively, 

‘Bertillonage’, the system was implemented by Bertillon from 1883 and saw a marked 

increase in the capture of recidivists, and was quickly adopted in the United States where it 

became utilised by nearly every police department by the end of the century.
81

  

The photographic practices instituted by Bertillon marked the beginnings of the 

criminal ‘mug shot’, which initially aimed at illuminating a mere likeness in order to assist in 

the identification process, but were soon utilised to represent interiority much like the 

bourgeois portrait, albeit at the other end of the visual archive that constituted the bodily 

norm. To understand photographic imagery as social regulation requires stepping outside of 

the production process of the portrait or, alternatively, the ‘mug shot’ itself, in order to 

analyse its use and circulation, both cultural and institutional. While ‘auratic’ portraits made 

their claims to status and respectability within the public spaces of publications and galleries, 

alongside the private domestic setting of the Victorian photo album, ‘signaletics’ situated the 

criminal image within an archival cabinet system consisting of eighty one drawers arranged 

along nine columns and rows organised according to the specific bodily measurements made 

through Bertillon’s method.
82

 ‘Rogues Galleries’ were similarly rendered more effective 

through improved filing and bureaucratic practices.
83

  

The literal police archive, as developed by Bertillon and applied in the United States 

by many different police departments, performed a key regulatory function within the wider 
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photographic archives of essentialised discourses of interior character. They created a 

normative space that delimited the boundaries of white middle-class American identity by 

encouraging constant surveillance of the social body for ‘deviant’ outsiders.
84

  

 

2.5. Galton and Composite Photography – Eugenics and Visual Practices 

Importantly, Bertillon was not concerned with identifying a criminal type, unlike the 

influential criminologist Cesare Lombroso, and later eugenicists who also drew upon 

Quetelet’s ‘average man’ as a way of separating individuals.
85

 Unlike Bertillon’s signaletic 

notice, eugenicists were not content with mere identification, but aimed to bring attention to 

supposed dangers to the health of the race, the nation or, more accurately, to the dominant 

social hierarchy. British founder of the science of eugenics, Francis Galton, was part of a 

post-Darwin generation of racial scientists who, from the 1870s, furthered the interests of the 

rising professional middle class by giving it a newly authoritative voice in tracing and 

outlining progressive measures against social degeneration.
86

 Born out of a crisis in industrial 

capitalism and the perceived social threat posed by a surplus of labour/undesirable 

populations in concentrated urban centres in combination with a progressive worldview 

embedded in imperialist discourse, eugenicists campaigned and offered scientific research in 

support of programs for ‘better breeding’ practices which limited the reproduction of the 

‘unfit’ and increased that of predominantly white professional and upper-middle class racial 
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‘stocks’.
87

 Late nineteenth century eugenicists from Britain, Germany, and the United States, 

drew heavily upon statistics as a basis for their scientific credibility, which they used to 

further social programmes based upon racial, criminal, class, lunatic, and various other 

‘degenerate’ typologies.
88

 Eugenicists’ social programmes, along with the developing police 

archive and systems of identification employed regressive photographic practices for the 

purpose of regulating social deviancy.
89

 

Francis Galton first developed the visual technique of ‘composite photography’ from 

1877, during a stage in his career in which he sought to gain scientific credibility and popular 

support for eugenics through establishing specific anthropometric and statistical techniques.
90

 

Aiming to uncover portraits of hereditary types the technique involved taking successive 

images of subject of a given predetermined group (‘criminals’ for instance) and then 

superimposing each image on a single plate, with each image exposed for an equal fraction of 

the overall exposure time. The resulting image would see individual features fade while 

shared physical characteristics were emphasised more clearly within a veritable picture of 

Quetelet’s ‘average man’.
91

 Galton applied this technique to several predetermined social 

groups including ‘criminals’, phthisis patients (those suffering from tuberculosis or 

consumption), Jews, as well as to ‘desirable’ sectors of society, members of the ‘talented and 

healthy’ classes such as scientists, doctors, engineers, and so forth, many of whom were also 

of the same rising professional middle class as the eugenicists themselves.
92
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 The composites of ‘desirable’ types made by Galton complicates the split in dominant 

visual culture scholarship between ‘regressive’ and ‘honorific’ visual practices, and 

highlights the implicit ‘shadow archive’ and social hierarchy which bound them together. At 

the same time, ‘composite portraits’ were very different from bourgeois photographic 

portraits in the sense that they more precisely and scientifically mapped the interiorized 

‘essence’ or ‘aura’ of morality, respectability, and civic worth they purported to capture. 

Artistic photographic techniques could be eschewed by scientific practice aimed at 

uncovering hidden, yet explainable and legible, hereditary traits. Moreover, just as Galton’s 

technique aimed at providing a photographic counterpart to Quetelet’s statistically derived 

‘average man’, scientific uses of visual technologies conflated statistical norms with ideal 

body types. Divergence from the bodily norm was seen less and less as a sign of the natural 

abundance of human variation, but increasingly as a danger to the health of the nation’s 

eugenic stock.  

The Eugenic Records Office, established in 1910 at Cold Spring Harbor in New York 

under the direction of Charles B. Davenport, was a Progressive Era establishment aimed at 

providing statistical information and data of benefit to racial improvement, and deployed 

numerous fieldworkers to document the presence of ‘undesirable’ traits in the social body.
93

 

Utilising anthropometric photographic practices, they documented the ‘types’ of bodies 

which were then still present in the American freak show. In rare instances, the very same 

individuals who performed on the freak show circuit were made the scientific subjects of the 

Eugenic Records Office, although the most successful performers were able to avoid 

anthropometric study. For instance, at the Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago in 1934, 

the fifty-three Little People who performed in the highly popular ‘midget village’ were 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
(Leyden: Noordhoff International Publishers, 1976).  These authors concentrate more specifically on the British 

context, but American eugenicists such as Charles Davenport, Madison Grant and John Harvey Kellogg were 

undoubtedly of this same class, although perhaps a generation later. Eugenics, moreover, was undoubtedly a 

global phenomenon and professional medical-scientific network. Stern, Eugenic Nation, 6. 
93

 Stern, Eugenic Nation, 84-85; Kline, "Eugenics in the United States," 515. 



146 
 

subjected to anthropometric measurement and photographing.
94

 The anthropometric data was 

then incorporated into the Harvard Anthropometric Laboratory’s own display at the very 

same exposition. Stripped of costumes, stage directions and other narrative or performative 

devices, their bodies were instead framed and captioned as representative of certain 

categories of dwarfism corresponding to undesirable traits posing a danger to the health of the 

social body.
95

 As the twentieth century progressed so did the influence of eugenic science in 

both medical and popular spheres, coinciding with the steady decline of the display of 

unusual bodies for profit, as well as historical changes within freak show display in response 

to these changing popular tastes.  

Ernesto Magri, an Italian performer, who came to the United States sometime in the 

1870s with his similarly-statured brother Primo Magri to perform as a ‘midget,’ presents an 

interesting example of a successful freak show performer who was also photographed in an 

anthropometric style by the medical community. An early carte-de-visite of Ernesto and 

Primo presented the brothers as ‘Baron Littlefinger’ and ‘Count Rosebud’ respectively, ‘the 

Italian Midgets’.
96

 Also presented within the frame are a woman and three children, denoted 

as Ernesto’s wife and children, all of ‘normal’ height, whose ages were recorded on the 

back.
97

 Despite Ernesto’s size, his paternal authority was still emphasised in the image by the 

central position he occupied within the frame, the fact that his wife stood directly behind him, 
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and finally by the fatherly manner in which he rested his left hand on top of his youngest 

son’s head. Primo Magri stands on the edge of the frame so as not to detract from his 

brother’s authority. The clothes chosen for the portrait were simple rather than lavish, but 

well-kept and neat, and the backdrop and setting were similarly plain rather than decorous. 

The overall impression is of hard working respectability, as conferred through the patriarchal 

family, rather than the nobility towards which the titles ‘Baron’, ‘Count’, and ‘Baroness’ 

gestured.  

As the careers of the Magri brothers progressed they moved increasingly away from 

the working family image and towards more elitist claims to privilege and nobility. In 1885 

Primo Magri married Lavinia Stratton, ‘Mrs Tom Thumb’, whose famous first husband had 

died two years earlier. Together they formed the Lilliputian Opera Company, and steadily 

enlarged their troupe to perform operatic productions such as Pocahontas, or Gulliviers’ 

Travels. As their popularity eventually waned, they began to appear on the more steady dime 

museum circuit, and toured only occasionally. During performances Ernesto Magri would 

whistle, whilst his brother and Lavinia would sing – talents based on musical virtuosity rather 

than corporeal scale.
98

  

From Primo’s marriage to Lavinia into the first decades of the twentieth century, the 

Magri brothers and ‘Countess Magri’ were always framed in carte-de-visites and cabinet 

cards in a high-class aggrandised status mode of presentation.
99

 The family of Ernesto Magri 

disappeared from publicity as the focus instead centred on three aristocratic Little People, 

linked in name and relation to one of the most famous celebrities of the nineteenth century, 
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‘General Tom Thumb’, famously managed by the showman P. T. Barnum.
100

 The Magris 

now appeared in decorous parlour settings wearing highly fashionable clothes, with Lavinia 

Magri occupying the centre of the frame.
101

 

Yet in marked contrast to the publicity images of the Magris, Ernesto also appears in a 

1912 eugenic study, the Treasury of Human Intelligence, conducted by the Francis Galton 

Laboratory for National Eugenics at the University of London.
102

 This study became a key 

reference point for the New York-based Eugenic Records Office. The final section examines 

‘Dwarfism’, which is broken into the two main categories of ‘Achondroplasia’ (where the 

head and limbs are deemed disproportionate to torso size) and ‘Ateleiosis’ or ‘True 

Dwarfism’ (with proportionately sized torsos and extremities).
103

 This is followed by an 

immense number of hereditary charts and numerous images, mostly anthropometric 

photographs, but x-ray skeletal images appear, as well as portraits of ‘historical’ dwarf 

figures and even a few freak show publicity images.
104

 The majority of photographic images 

show their subjects completely naked, in profile and frontal views, both individually and in 

group or family shots. Harsh lighting, empty backgrounds, fixed distances, and often the 

presence of a measure on the side of the frame identify these as classic anthropometric 

images.
105

 However, many images also reveal a mix of honorific and repressive photographic 

styles, such as the depiction of Ernesto Magri.  
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Dressed neatly in a white shirt and black pants, Magri is shown standing upright upon 

a measuring platform from which protrudes a rule which gauges his height. He stands front-

on to the camera and stares straight ahead into the lens, arms flat to his side. The caption 

classifies him as an ‘Ateleiotic male, aged 62 years, height in shoes 45”,’ and notes that the 

image was taken specifically for this publication.
106

 An identification number in brackets 

indexes Magri to a textual description and a few short biographical details. In direct contrast 

to publicity images of Ernesto, his brother and Lavinia, which were produced until just a few 

years before the Francis Galton Laboratory study, his clothing and the setting are notably 

plain. The written text similarly contrasts starkly with promotional material through close 

physical descriptions, drawing attention to his supposedly ‘large quadrate skull with bulging 

forehead’, to the ‘peculiar “waxy” colour’ of Magri’s skin, his ‘high pitched and squeaky’ 

voice, and even the manner of his movements – ‘accurate and precise and certainly not slow, 

but all performed with a curious air of deliberation’. However, other aspects of the 

description more closely map his own presentation on the freak show circuit, such as 

references to his intelligence, English fluency and talents as a music hall artist.
107

 

The fact that Magri was able to retain his clothing at all for the image is significant, 

and may indicate a relative level of status and control unavailable to many of the other 

subjects involved in the study.
108

 Magri’s motives and relative power in participating in the 

study are unclear. His brother and Lavinia Magri also appear in the Treasury of Human 

Intelligence, but only in the form of publicity material and there is no evidence that they had 

any direct participation, even though they lived until 1920 and 1919 respectively and 
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therefore could have conceivably done so if they wished. Unlike other subjects in the study 

Ernesto Magri is presented reasonably favourably, described as free from ill health with no 

history of family disease.
109

 Nevertheless, the medium of visual presentation is clearly more 

restrictive and centred on the physical body than the freak show portraiture Magri more 

typically engaged with and which presented a complete, if highly stylised person and 

persona. The strategies of class and status conferral are obscured in favour of a more clinical 

focus on the bodily location of a ‘condition’, rather than a performed display, despite the fact 

that the anthropometric image is every bit as constructed as the cabinet cards sold at freak 

show performances. The strategies of display open to ‘Little People’ as ‘extraordinary 

bodies’ occupying a liminal position between childlike dependence and aristocratic or 

militarist authority were rendered more openly legible, pathologised as a disenchanted 

physical condition in such anthropometric and scientific photographic practices. 

Freak show performers from the mid-nineteenth century until the first decades of the 

twentieth presented their bodies within an increasingly contested sphere of visual 

interpretation. For performers such as Ernesto Magri, Ann E. Leak Thomson, Eli Bowen and 

many others, freak show portraiture was a strategic stylised presentation within the context of 

repressive and honorific photographic practices and competing modes of display. Repressive 

portraiture was contingent upon the extent to which extraordinary bodies could convincingly 

claim an elevated status and control their own representation. Layering multiple complex 

meanings over their bodies was an effective tactic of visual display in a culture where 

wondrous fecundity still held sway within animistic worldviews which preserved a place for 

the exotic and the inexplicable. Profound shifts in American popular culture, in the 

development of ‘taste’ in contrast to amusement, accompanied by the explosion of an outdoor 

entertainment industry geared around leisure and amusement rather than instruction, 
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combined with the professionalization of medicine to ‘disenchant’ the extraordinary body, 

constructing it as pathological and in need of correction. Nonetheless Freak show portraiture 

offered an important strategy of self-representation within the context of several contested 

fields of honorific and repressive photographic practices during this period. 

 

2.6. Exotic mode and context of ethnographical photographic practices  

Anthropometric photographic practice was not aimed solely at those whose bodies were 

deemed the result of a degenerative condition, such as the Little People who were focused 

upon in the Treasury of Human Intelligence. In fact, anthropometry was the hallmark of 

anthropology and nineteenth century ethnological studies.
110

 While its origins lay in early and 

mid-century efforts to locate innate biological differences between the races and evolutionary 

debates between monogenesis and polygenesis, by the end of the century, anthropometry and 

anthropometric photography in particular, played an increasingly vital role in both 

colonialism and state-run social surveillance.
111

 It provided increasing scientific capital for 

eugenicist projects of tracing hereditary traits aimed not only at institutionalised subjects in 

asylums, prisons and hospitals, but also colonised peoples further entrenched at the lower end 

of the putative hierarchy of civilisation.
112

  

 Imagery of colonised peoples crucially entwined within ethnographic and 

anthropometric photographic practices and represented another pole in nineteenth century 

American visual culture within which people with extraordinary bodies enacted their own 
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visual display. Freak show imagery, and the wider presentations themselves, operated 

according to a variety of historically contingent modes of stylised presentation. Ethnographic 

displays had a key influence on how the performances and visual productions of those 

presented in ‘exotic’ stylised modes were constructed. The Ethnological Congress of Barnum 

& Bailey appeared during the very same period as the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, 

and the reconstructed ‘native villages’ on the Midway Plaisance shared many elements with 

the ethnological displays of Barnum & Bailey, along with similar displays attached to other 

large railroad circuses.
113

 Increasingly by the turn of the century, as America’s imperial 

projects expanded into the Philippines, the profitability of displays of non-Western peoples 

continued to expand, matched and driven by both popular and scientific interest.
114

 Although 

in this chapter I have focused upon status-claiming modes of presentation within freak show 

portraiture, it is important to recognise the full context of nineteenth century visual culture 
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when examining visual strategies of representation.
115

 Just as Galton’s composite 

photography aimed at uncovering hereditary traits, Bertillon’s system of bodily and 

photographic identification, and anthropometric photographic practices in both medicine and 

scientific ethnography are essential to understanding the high stakes game of freak show 

bourgeois self-representation. Freak show portraiture operated within the context of 

colonialism and Western imperial projects, as well as within honorific and repressive visual 

contexts. Each of these visual practices reflected a more purposefully detached and 

disenchanted approach to the body with a closer focus on mapping and measuring the human 

body, stripping it of its power to symbolise a more abundant range of things and ideas.
116

  

 

2.7. Conclusion 

Freak show portraiture after the turn of the twentieth century, amidst numerous photographic 

practices designed to render the human body legible and thereby understandable, became a 

smaller part of the freak show industry. Within broader historical changes - including the 

pathologisation of divergent bodies, the expanding outdoor entertainment industry, and the 

bifurcation of popular culture into spheres of ‘high’ and ‘low’ - freak show strategies of 
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exhibition changed along with the visual practices they employed.
117

 As amateur photography 

and George Eastman’s portable Kodak camera drove a whole new range of photographic 

practices cheaper picture postcards would become the new dominant photographic format, 

rather than the more exquisite and lavishly designed cabinet cards crafted in photographic 

studios.
118

 Freak show portraiture and the emphasis on extraordinary bodies as illegible sites 

of complex meaning declined as a format and a strategy of representation within these 

changing commercial, scientific-medical, and cultural contexts. Nevertheless, up until this 

period, from the early mid-nineteenth century carte-de-visites into the first decades of the 

twentieth century, freak show portraiture provided a visual discourse and strategies of 

presentation which emphasised performers’ extraordinary bodies as self-directed complex 

repositories of abundant meaning. Operating along a contested visual terrain of honorific and 

regulatory practices at the intersection of commerce and popular culture, it took a whole host 

of cultural, bureaucratic, and institutional changes to disenchant and relegate this plurality of 

meanings into a single, understandable and containable categorisation of medical pathology.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Francesco Lentini: From Three-Legged Boy to Supernumerary 

Sandow1 

In 1910 Gundia Roe was refused entry to the United States upon being medically certified as 

an ‘idiot’. Roe had come from India under contract by the Barnum and Bailey and Ringling 

Brothers circus to perform as a ‘monkey man’ with his fellow traveller and performer 

Supermoney Munsammy, who described himself in contrast as a ‘showman’ and ‘little 

midget man’. ‘Idiocy’ was deemed a threat to the nation for several intersecting reasons, one 

of which was the perception of likely socio-economic dependency.
2
 Similarly, Munsammy, 

whose medical certificate described him as a ‘dwarf’ with ‘curvature of the spinal column’, 

was also initially refused entry and explicitly labelled as ‘likely to become a public charge’. 

Munsammy’s physical body, with its curved spine and diminutive stature, played a key role 

in the Board of Special Inquiry’s decision, along with his racial non-whiteness as a South 

Asian Indian immigrant. Moreover, his own ill-informed description of what his work 

involved also played a role.
3
 When describing his previous performances on American circus 

tours, Munsammy claimed that he ‘just sat there and the lecturer lectured about me’, thus 

confirming dominant immigration authorities beliefs’ that such bodily ‘defects’ necessarily 

translated into a racially gendered socio-economic dependence. It was the lecturer’s skill 

which allowed Munsammy to make an income in the US rather than his own talent. His 
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‘defective’ body, when no longer effectively packaged and sold to an American audience, 

would further restrict his opportunities for economic independence and productive 

participation in a democratic society.
4
 

 

3.1. Standing at the Intersection of American Anxieties and Cultural 

Change 

Twenty one years prior to Munsammy’s failure to present himself to immigration authorities 

as a masculine independent and skilled performer, Francesco Lentini embarked upon a show 

career which would demonstrate the centrality of racial and gendered narratives of able-

bodiedness to freak show performance. The interceding decades demonstrated a deep shift in 

eugenic border policing and restrictive immigration regimes. Lentini would portray himself 

as an active and athletically masculine, socially well-adjusted male, as the ‘three legged man’ 

during the course of his career.
5
 Born in rural Sicily in 1889 as, in his words, ‘the only man in 

the world with 3 legs, 4 feet, 16 toes, 2 bodies from the waist down,’
6
 Lentini immigrated to 

America in 1889 at age nine, and entered the freak show during a period in which the 

practices and assumptions that informed the industry changed dramatically. As the 

boundaries of scientific medicine and popular entertainment became increasingly delineated 

and policed at the turn of the century, the ‘freakish’ body lost its function as an object of 

‘rational amusement’, and instead came to signify pathology and divergence from the 
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normative body.
7
 Dominant understandings of race, masculinity and able-bodiedness shifted 

towards a younger, masculine and virile model informed by a racial science that drew 

increasingly upon eugenic ideas and discourses, and exhibition of the ‘extraordinary body’ 

lost critical moral legitimacy.
8
 Lentini’s life story, from his immigration experience 

successfully avoiding medical inspection by authorities that were particularly concerned with 

bodily signs of deformity, ill-health, and racial-gendered notions of citizen desirability, to his 

successful show career during which he was regarded by many in the business as ‘king of the 

freaks’, was one of navigating the declining cultural power of the ‘extraordinary body’ in 

favour of industrial capitalism’s super-efficient, youthful and virile ‘mechanical body’.
9
 

Additionally, Lentini became an American citizen in the midst of the expanding ideas of 

‘whiteness’ that accompanied restrictionist immigration policy, at a time when ‘non-white’ 

South Asian migrants like Roe, Munsammy, and their countrymen were increasingly deemed 

racially incompatible with American ideals of self-government and independence.
10

 This 

chapter will read Lentini’s life story and performances for insights into his strategies of self-

representation, whiteness and masculinities. 

In June 1898, when the nine year old Francesco Lentini (accompanied by his father 

Natale and a man named Giuseppe Magnano and listed as his ‘uncle’) first sought admission 

into the United States, the stakes of his entrance were high.
11

 Although even during the peak 

years of ‘new immigration’ from southern and eastern Europe to America, only a small 

                                                           
7
 Rosemarie Garland Thomson, "Introduction: From Wonder to Error - A Genealogy of Freak Discourse in 

Modernity," in Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body, ed. Rosemarie Garland Thomson 

(New York: New York University Press, 1996), 12-14; Robert Bogdan, Freak Show: Presenting Human 

Oddities for Amusement and Profit,  (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990),  29-31 
8
 See the Introduction of this dissertation for a more in-depth discussion of Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s 

conceptualisation of ‘extraordinary bodies’, as well as her historical argument concerning the cultural decline of 

the freak show, which I have built upon by incorporating Jackson Lears’ arguments concerning cultural 

‘disenchantment’. Thomson, "From Wonder to Error - A Genealogy of Freak Discourse in Modernity," 12-14; 

Bogdan, Freak Show, 29-31; Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 57; Lears, Fables of Abundance, 112-15. 
9
 Hartzman, American Sideshow, 180-81; Mannix, Freaks, 55-56.  

10
 I will therefore combine Whiteness Studies immigration scholarship with studies of masculinity and disability 

in my analysis of Lentini’s life as both freak show performer and Italian-American migrant citizen. 
11

 Passenger List, Pavona, Cunard Line, June 28 1898, http://www.franklentini.it/, accessed: March 7, 2018.  

http://www.franklentini.it/


158 
 

fraction were refused entry, Lentini’s body and the anxieties it posed in this particular 

historical moment dramatically increased his chances of exclusion.
12

 Southern Italian 

immigrants were on the fringes of dominant American understandings of whiteness in the late 

nineteenth century, plagued by stereotypes of padronism, slavish dependence, familialism, 

racialized criminality, and ‘Old World’ socio-political and religious tendencies.
13

 As Douglas 

Baynton has demonstrated, such now well-recorded racial and gendered fears of ‘new 

immigrants’ must also be understood within a disability studies framework by highlighting 

the centrality of ‘defect’ as an instrumental and pervasive tool of exclusion during this period. 

From such a standpoint, Lentini’s bodily configuration certainly would have received close 

scrutiny from immigration and medical authorities who read such physical ‘deformities’ as 

deeply connected to mental and moral degeneracy.
14

 He had three legs of varying lengths, 

one protruding from the base of his spine, a fourth not-fully developed foot protruding from 

the knee of his ‘third’ leg, as well as two pairs of reproductive organs. Additionally, the still-

sexually-immature body of the then-nine-year-old Lentini nonetheless might be taken to have 

posed a significant sexual threat to a nation increasingly invested in eugenic concerns about 

the future of the American ‘civilization’, which resonated with and were intensified by the 
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late nineteenth century crisis of older ideals of Victorian manliness in favour of a more robust 

and even primal masculinity.
15

 In all of these areas, as Lentini stood at the borders where the 

national social body simultaneously policed and constituted itself, close scrutiny of his body 

would had to have led to its interpretation as a threat which demanded exclusion. 

Standing at America’s gates, Lentini therefore embarked on a journey which would 

begin with evasion - through the avoidance of close medical examination - and end with a 

successful career that hinged upon the performance of a show persona. This persona would 

have to be constantly remade, altered, and experimented with. Lentini’s extraordinary body 

could potentially signify many different things to American audiences, not all of them to the 

young man’s advantage. While Lentini appears to have benefitted from various early 

managers and their advice, the industry itself was undergoing radical change in response to 

broader cultural shifts in popular entertainment, as well as the growing authority of medical 

science over bodily difference. In the very same years that the young Francesco matured into 

adulthood, he forged a new mode of stylised presentation, one more responsive to the new 

mechanical models of bodily difference, health, and pathology. 

This chapter focuses upon this crucial shift in Lentini’s career. I contrast how he was 

presented initially to American audiences just prior to the turn of the century, to the youthful 

masculine persona he developed in the first years of the twentieth. Given that there exist 

precious few surviving witnessed descriptions of his act there are very real limits as to what 

we can know about his performances. Nonetheless it is possible to get an idea of some of the 

themes and performance elements of a typical Lentini performance from extant promotional 

material. Lentini’s changing performer strategies and styles will also be contextualised within 

a period which underwent both a critical reformulation of ideals of manhood and health, as 
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well as the gradual decline of the freak show as respectable popular entertainment. Both of 

these changes were related to new understandings of the human body in an age of expanding 

industrial capitalism. Just as historian James W. Cook has argued that the ‘Arts of Deception’ 

were fundamental to much of American popular culture during what he calls the ‘Age of 

Barnum’, Lentini engaged his body to perform new meaning as an efficient, supernumerary, 

active, well-adjusted and healthy man during what might be called the ‘Age of Fordism’.
16

  

 

3.2. Victorian Manliness to Robust Masculinity: Navigating the 

Reinvigoration of Civilization 

Lentini’s performed masculinity countered potential interpretations of his body and career as 

one of dependence, weakness, and a lack of authority and self-mastery – elements which also 

favourably compared with persisting racial stereotypes of Southern Italians in the years 

leading up to the immigration restriction policies of the 1920s. Opportunities for claiming an 

empowering masculinity were especially important given that the very ideals of manliness 

and masculinity themselves were being reforged in this period. In response to a perceived 

erosion of male authority (which nonetheless has proven remarkably durable), and as cultural 

narratives surrounding earlier ideals of manliness became less convincing, Americans turned 

increasingly to sport, eugenic science and social programs, western ‘dude ranches’, popular 

fiction focused upon a mythological image of the western frontier, as well as newly 

popularised fitness and health regimes as the twentieth century progressed in order to remake 
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masculine ideals.
17

 Analysing such shifts allows us to understand more fully, the significance 

of Lentini’s reformulation of his performance style in the years he came of age. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the power and authority of Victorian ideals of 

manliness were in sharp decline. This was a less a ‘crisis’ within some kind of 

transhistorically constructed ‘masculinity’ than it was rooted in the specific socioeconomic 

conditions of the historical moment, which overturned or challenged much of what had 

supported older constructions of Victorian manliness. Dominant genteel and upper-middle 

class ideals of manliness for much of the 19
th

 century centred upon self-control and self-

mastery, being a ‘self-made man’ through either land ownership or the self-possession of the 

independent artisan, shopkeeper or farmer.
18

 These were not, of course, uncontested, nor 

without accompanying anxieties, for if self-mastery and self-possession secured manly 

authority and power, it followed that loss of control over one’s life, family, health could 

severely endanger patriarchal authority. Additionally, such ‘self-mastery’ required constant 

self-improvement and vigilance. It had to be constantly proved and demonstrated, or, to 

borrow from Judith Butler, performed and reified through ‘stylized repetition’.
19

 Performing 

manliness in everyday life meant demonstrating an ability to control one’s passions, to 

function effectively in the public, distasteful world of commerce and competition, whilst 

finding restorative succour in the Victorian home, kept free of such debilitating forces in 

order to help replenish patriarchal moral and physical constitution.
20
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However, the socioeconomic conditions of modernity, the increasing pace and scale 

of industrialisation, technological advance and expanding corporate bureaucracies made such 

gender ideals increasingly difficult to fulfil. During the very same years that Lentini began to 

experiment with different modes of freak show exhibition, economic changes rendered older 

ideologies of middle class manliness less plausible. Men were increasingly not engaged in 

small scale, competitive, entrepreneurial or artisanal capitalism – but alienated in low-scale 

clerical work, bankrupt from cyclical depressions, reduced from skilled to increasingly low-

skilled factory work, increasingly at the mercy of abstract market forces. Additionally, 

women made increasing gains upon traditionally male spheres such as the right to vote, 

access to higher education and public spaces, which not only threatened male spheres of 

social and economic hegemony, but threatened to remove the critical moral and restorative 

salve of the Victorian home as a buttress of white patriarchal authority.
21

 

Importantly, anxieties about manliness and masculinity cut across class lines. Not 

only did middle class ideals of manliness come under threat, but the closing decades of the 

nineteenth century were also periods of violent industrial unrest.
22

 Partly, this was the result 

of a struggle between rising corporate power that curtailed working class independence and 

the ethic of manly pride and brotherhood championed by such groups as the Knights of 

Labor. The same economic changes of increasing industrial corporatisation that made it 

increasingly difficult for middle class small-businessmen and entrepreneurs to compete, also 

placed more and more pressure on fraternal working men’s organisations, in addition to 

increasing restrictions on their control over factory workplaces and assembly lines.
23

 In this 

context, and to an even greater extent as the twentieth century progressed, both middle class 
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men insecure about the potency of their manliness, and male workers whose bodies were 

increasingly pushed to their productive limits, felt a need to reformulate manhood in terms of 

power, youthful vigour and masculine strength.
24

 

Physical bodies became a crucial focusing point, both for late nineteenth century 

concerns about declining Victorian manhood, and for its reinvigorated reformulation in the 

form of twentieth century masculinity. Neurasthenia functioned as a near catch-all diagnosis 

of the debilitating effects of civilization on the male body, mind, health and more broadly, 

American society’s capacity for millennial advancement. Here the same socio-economic 

changes which had threatened older traditions of middle class Victorian manliness 

(expanding bureaucracies, decline of small-scale capitalist enterprise in favour of large-scale 

alienating corporations, technological advancement,  and so forth), meant that the middle and 

intellectual classes were perceived as particularly susceptible to debilitating symptoms 

stemming from a lack of ‘nerve force’.
25

 Women also experienced neurasthenia, especially 

those who trespassed upon traditional male spheres and thereby supposedly overtaxed 

themselves by adding to the physical pressures placed upon already taxing feminine 

reproductive systems.
26

 Moreover, concerns over neurasthenia grew as they began to resonate 

towards the end of the century with Frederick Jackson Turner’s announcement of the close of 
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the western frontier, and the anxieties this provoked over the future of American ideals of 

democratic freedom and independence.
27

  

Neurasthenia, as a malaise of ‘overcivilization’, sharpened the focus of modernity’s 

effects upon the human body. Modern nervousness was, according to George Beard, the ‘cry 

of the system struggling with its environment’, and the ‘system’ was suffering from a lack of 

‘nerve force’, in much the same way that a machine would stop functioning upon running out 

of power and fuel.
28

 If earlier notions of Victorian manliness focused upon self-improvement 

by addressing one’s moral and religious habits as much as exercising self-control over the 

physical body, the ravages of civilisation upon male physical constitution required a renewed 

emphasis on restoring the vitality of the physical body itself. A bodily ideal of manhood 

became increasingly central to the perceived health of the nation and the social authority of 

patriarchal society.
29

 

In this context antidotes offering to restore manhood, from medical nostrums to health 

advice and other products or services, became highly profitable.
30

 Concerns about bodily 

health have a long history in America, and reflect profound cultural shifts in how the physical 

body and its accompanying anxieties was seen as representative of the larger social body.
31

 

Catharine Beecher had linked the aesthetic beauty, health and the muscular and well-
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developed human form, as oppose to cultural ‘artifice’, together as early as 1856. She 

promoted the benefits of gymnastics (for men) and calisthenics (for women) as a way of 

imparting courage and independence, as well as reducing sensual/sexual cravings.
32

 Such 

claims gained far greater resonance as concerns about Victorian manliness took deeper root 

and the strong male physical body took on greater significance. By the 1890s Eugene Sandow 

was offering his depiction of the perfect, unclad and muscular male form on American 

vaudeville and pleasure garden circuits. This image cut across earlier divergent class 

conceptualisations of manhood, the strongman as a working class figure viewed in beer halls 

and dime museums, versus declining genteel ideals of manliness, as Sandow helped forge a 

new standard of male beauty, fitness and virility as the ‘perfect man’.
33

  

The development of ‘physical culture’ was one key area in the reformulation of turn 

of the century American manhood. Eugene Sandow was joined by other proponents of the 

new physically robust and healthy male form, such as Charles Atlas and Bernarr Macfadden, 

who all made successful careers out of packaging and commercialising robust and masculine 

bodies. Decrying the effects of modern civilization upon the male health and physical 

constitution, they sold narratives and programs of potential self-transformation and 

metamorphosis which held remarkable appeal in the modern machine age.
34

 Male public 

nudity played a large role in their presentation, as it did in other alternate visions of the male 

body in the age of industrial development, such as the escape art of Harry Houdini, who 

employed male nakedness as a way of highlighting his vulnerability, before spectacularly 

escaping the latest designs of modern machinery and industry.
35
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Bernarr Macfadden demands particular attention, for his contributions to ‘physical 

culture’ spanned the full spectrum from public performances of manly strength and physical 

perfection, to the establishment of ‘healthatoriums’ in eastern and Midwestern states, to the 

commercialisation of exercise regimes, specialised diets, sex advice and even a ‘peniscope’ 

for the enlargement of the male organ. Cleverly mixing and commercialising sex and desires 

for masculine self-transformation, Macfadden appealed to the anxieties of white middle class 

men who were increasingly struggling for a place within an increasingly bureaucratic and 

business-oriented world by the 1920s. One character featured in Physical Culture magazine 

for some six months during 1920, made these connections explicit. ‘Lionel Strongfoot’, 

presented as tall, muscular, and dressed in Roman sandals and trunks first appeared alongside 

a small, pitiful businessman sat behind his desk. Strongfoot demanded of the businessman 

‘are you 100% a man?’ Over the next few months Strongfoot routinely reappeared to offer 

promising techniques and products aimed at restoring ‘dissipated manhood.’ Individual 

strength and courage was constantly affirmed as the remedy for social failure.
36

 Coinciding 

with the heights of popularity over Theodore Roosevelt’s ‘strenuous life’, these newly 

formulated models of American masculinity emphasised individual responsibility for one’s 

social, economic and even bodily condition.  

Yet it was not just popular culture which reflected shifting ideals of manliness and 

masculinity. By the end of the century, scientific medicine, newly professionalised, had also 

brought its newly developing cultural authority to bear on the problems facing American 

manhood and masculinity. Up to this point it had dealt with a deservedly poor reputation for 

grave-robbing, as well as struggled to separate itself from competing popular antidotes for 
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social and individual ills or other untrained practitioners.
37

 Yet by the 1890s, professional 

medical science was on much surer footing. Dudley Sargent was by this time the nation’s 

leading figure in physical education. He was a respected scientific authority and long-time 

director of Harvard’s Hemenway Gymnasium. At Harvard, Sargent not only furthered 

physical education programs but garnered the data used to scientifically support his theories. 

Just as eugenicists from Britain, Germany, and the United States drew heavily upon statistics 

for their scientific credibility and the furthering of social programmes based upon racial, 

criminal, class, lunatic, and other ‘degenerate’ typologies, Sargent placed anthropological 

measurements of his students along a bell curve in order to locate both a statistically ‘typical’ 

man, bearing the average physical measurements, as well as a statistically ‘ideal’ man with 

equally symmetric but vastly ‘improved’ physical measurements.
38

  

Sargent identified attainment of such ‘ideal’ physical bodies as integral to millennial 

evolutionary advancement.
39

 In his text 1904 Health, Strength and Power he moved from the 

observation that exercised muscles become stronger and larger while those that fall into 

disuse become weak and shrivelled to an evolutionary argument based upon the importance 

of an upright position and even physical development through exercise.
40

 He contended that 

failure to maintain a healthy upright position constituted an evolutionary physical 

degeneracy, which he associated with debilitating conditions like severe curvature of the 

spine, or illnesses such as tuberculosis. Sargent therefore employed a Lamarckian model of 
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hereditary development during a period in which Mendelian eugenics was still yet to exert its 

full dominance over the medical and scientific community. Lamarckian models stressed that 

actions and environment during the span of a few generations could exert real influence on 

hereditary development, while Mendelian models stressed much more the long-term 

influence of eugenic and dysgenic ‘stock’ rather than environmental factors.
41

  

For Sargent, Lamarckian theories allowed him to emphasise more persuasively the 

very real impact of personal individual physical development on the evolution of man. He 

ultimately conceived of the human body as a ‘muscular machine’ descendent from the 

movements of ancestors.
42

 ‘Primitive man’, according to this model developed primary 

through a ‘constant struggle with natural forces, and with wild beasts and savage foes’, 

encounters that involved many of the same active able-bodied ability Lentini stressed his own 

extraordinary body possessed.
43

 Sargent emphasised the evolutionary importance of being 

able to ‘run, jump, and swim, to climb, push, pull, wrestle, and fight’. 

For respected medical men such as Dudley Sargent, as well as more popular-culture 

oriented proponents of ‘physical culture’ like Bernarr Macfadden, modernity provided severe 

challenges to male physical health and in turn the millennial progress of civilisation. Sargent 

explicitly expressed his fears of socio-economic change accompanying the advance of 

industrial capitalism, by tying its supposed debilitating effects upon the human body to 

expanding divisions of labour:  

‘Steam, electricity, and labour-saving machinery are now doing the world’s 

heavy work, once done by muscle-power, and making it more and more 

necessary for man to rely for employment upon the development of his brain 

and nervous system. The keenness of competition has led to the concentration 
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of capital, and a realization of the community of interest and the advantages of 

specialization has led to an extensive division of labour throughout all the 

trades, professions, and diverse methods of employment… not only do some 

men work with their brains only, and others with their bodies only, but certain 

employments, after they have been once learned, require very little effort of 

mind or body. It is certainly possible for a man to earn a living at the present 

time by the use of a very few muscles and faculties. A glance of the eye, a few 

movements of the fingers, an occasional nod of the head, are all that are 

necessary to meet the demands of certain employments.’
44

 

 

Sargent’s suggested physical exercises therefore stressed even development of all of the 

bodies’ physical muscles, in order to correct the imbalances furthered by modern civilisation. 

His suggested list of exercises, replete with instructions and photographic demonstrations, 

also resonated with other related concerns facing American civilisation – the close of the 

frontier and the supposed need for new imperial projects abroad.
45

 When Sargent encouraged 

Americans to engage in exercise such as ‘throwing the lasso’, ‘driving stakes’, ‘wood 

chopping’, or ‘paddling canoe’, he undoubtedly stirred images of American frontier lifestyle, 

of forming a special bond with the natural American landscape, or engaging in the hard work 

that built the West.
46

 

 

3.3. Francesco Lentini: Evasion and Early Performances 

Evading immigrant inspection through the claiming of class privileges likely marked the 

beginning of Frank Lentini’s American freak show career. Existing historical documentation 

suggests that Lentini, under the guidance of then-manager Vincenzo Magnano and his father 

Natale, successfully traversed the obstacles his body posed to successful entrance to the 
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United States by avoiding medical inspection altogether. Researcher Giorgio Martini has 

concluded from the absence of any medical certification or examination of Francesco 

Lentini’s body during this period that such close scrutiny was avoided by not travelling in 

steerage, an option that was simply out of reach for the bulk of America’s ‘new immigrants’ 

during this period.
47

 

The stakes of gaining entry into the United States were truly high for a performer like 

Lentini, whose body posed red flags across so much of the intersecting nexus of exclusion, 

regardless of the low of exclusion for ‘new immigrants’ as a whole. It is possible that the 

group had already passed an initial inspection within Europe ports prior to embarkment, due 

to the fact that, increasingly by the late nineteenth century steamship companies were forced 

to bear a considerable portion of the cost of immigration restriction and regulation - 

especially since the 1891 Immigration Act, which made such companies subject to both a fine 

and the costs of deportation for refused immigrants.
48

 Not only did both Francesco and Natale 

Lentini, as well as Vincenzo Magnano, face dominant unfavourable racial understandings of 

Southern Italians as servile, and criminally or morally suspect, but Lentini’s anomalous body 

would have undoubtedly posed questions with regard to his future capacity for labour and 

economic independence, however atypical Francesco’s actual intended labour was. 
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This was also a period in which fears of supposedly Old World ‘padronism’, and 

especially the exploitation of Italian child labour abounded.
49

 While sensationalist accounts 

of padrone exploitation carried within the penny press almost always focused upon those 

contracted to perform hard labour, the fact that Francesco travelled with a man who openly 

declared himself a ‘showman’ may have evoked suspicion as to the potential existence and 

propriety of pre-existing employment contracts.
50

 Vincenzo Magnano, who deployed the fake 

name of ‘Giuseppe’ during the voyage with Natale and Frank, was a well-connected man of 

the artisanal class, who may even have already worked for circuses beforehand, likely played 

a key role in this initial clandestine avoidance of close inspection and scrutiny.
51

 Magnano’s 

knowledge of how best to navigate the expanding US restriction regime no doubt proved 

invaluable, yet his presence as a man who had likely pre-organised work (however ‘unusual’) 

for young Francesco likely explains his decision to pose as the boy’s ‘uncle’. 

Aside from increasing nativist sentiment, influential racial ideas linking Southern 

Italians to criminality and immorality, and fluctuating anxiety concerning ‘padronism’ and 

ideologies of ‘free’ labour, Lentini’s body posed an obvious obstacle to his successful 

passage into the U.S. Not only did his third leg and fourth foot expose him to potential 

deportation on the grounds that such ‘deformities’ made him ‘likely to become a public 

charge’, but his double reproductive organs would have likely drawn particular attention. As 

Margot Canaday has shown, genitals were a particular site of focus for immigration officials 
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concerned about ‘arrested sexual development’ and the association of anomalous genitalia 

with ‘sexual perversion’, viewed as a likely cause of economic dependency.
52

 While ‘arrested 

sexual development’ more typically applied to those deemed to have an especially small, or 

‘defective’ penis, rather than Lentini’s supernumerary possession of two otherwise ‘normal’ 

reproductive organs, such sexual ‘overdevelopment’ may have posed just as much of a 

concern for immigration authorities. Fears of ‘sexual perversion’ spoke to fears of anomalous 

sexual development as a cause of social alienation, moral weakness, and mental instability, 

all of which were seen as contributing to the unlikelihood of the individual maintaining 

employment and a ‘healthy’ reproductive place in society.
53

 As eugenic concerns about the 

future stock of the nation took greater hold in the early twentieth century, Lentini’s sexual 

‘overdevelopment’ would pose even greater challenges to his social inclusion.
54

  

Intersecting categories of exclusion, from the racial association of Southern Italians 

with   disease, criminal delinquency, economic dependence, to disability-centered fears of 

‘deformity’ as similarly denoting mental or moral defection and economic dependence, to the 

sexual anxieties provoked by ‘anomalous’ sets of genitalia therefore marked Lentini’s 

performative career from the very beginning. Initial deception was a necessary precursor to 

the more artful layering of alternate meaning that was to follow under the lights of the freak 

show itself.
55
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Lentini’s deployment of an active and athletically masculine sideshow persona did not 

come ready made, and in a practical sense such performative strategies could only follow on 

from his own maturation through adolescence and into adulthood. Yet experimentation in 

different strategies of presentation marked promotional material for his performances from 

the beginning. Early imagery of Lentini in cabinet cards and carte-de-visites reveals the fluid 

performance styles his early show deployed, modes of stylised presentation which went 

beyond the simple, yet undoubtedly important, distinction made by freak show historian 

Robert Bogan between exotic and aggrandized status.
56

 Lentini was never presented as a 

truly exotic or heavily racialized figure, despite prevalent racial understandings of Southern 

Italians, particularly those who could be said to have physical ‘deformities’ reflective of 

supposed moral/mental pathology. Yet Lentini’s early presentation did carry hints of 

exoticism, even if criminality and immorality was deliberately avoided.  

In 1899, Lentini first toured with Ringling Brothers, beginning an association with the 

industrial railroad circus giant that would continue intermittently until at least the 1930s. A 

circus program from this first tour included a promotional image in which his additional leg 

was uncovered and left completely exposed to the viewers’ gaze, resting upon a stage prop 

designed to resemble a rocky outcrop.
57

 Lentini’s additional leg was emphasised as unique 

and anomalous by the fact it was not covered by a sock, unlike the two ‘normal’ legs.  Lentini 

appears to wear a frilled performer’s jacket, cut very short, with his back turned to the 

viewer, while his head was theatrically swivelled over his left shoulder. While this position 

prevented the potential exposure of his double reproductive organs, this very act of 

concealment and partial exposure nonetheless added an element of sexualisation to the image. 
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Lentini’s portrait appeared in the circus program alongside images of other performers within 

the Ringling Brothers side show department, including Helen Matthews, the ‘Long Haired 

Lady’, Lulu Baum, ‘Tattooed Lady’, and Louis Wilson, ‘Albino’. Billed as ‘Francisco 

Lentine, Three Legged Boy’, Lentini’s youth was particularly highlighted by the striking 

contrast his image made with Louis Wilson, whose portrait appeared directly alongside his. 

Unlike Lentini, Wilson was presented in the near-classic mode of aggrandized status freak 

show exhibition. His shining white hair and moustache were offset by a tilted head, jutting 

chin and stylish suit proclaiming bourgeois respectability. There was none of the exotic or 

sexual subtext carried forth by the partial nudity of Lentini’s image.
58

 

Theatricality was built into the 1899 image as well. Just as Supermoney Munsammy 

would discover in 1910, active performance was crucial to how the freak show was perceived 

during this period shift from acceptance to the margins of morally reputable public 

consumption. Lentini’s glance over his shoulder at the camera, his fancy jacket and long 

socks, and placement of his hands at his hips all give a sense of anticipated action. The 

overall effect is also to eschew ethno-racial exoticism, which may have otherwise followed 

from the exposure of Lentini’s extra lower limb, as well as the natural grassy and rocky 

landscape. The mix of stylised modes of presentation in the image not only gesture towards 

early experimentation in Lentini’s stage persona, but also suggests his performances did not 

involve, as Munsammy revealed about his own show, simply ‘sitting in a chair’ and being 

‘lectured about’.
59

  

Several Edena Photo Company picture cards from early in Lentini’s freak show career 

similarly reveal experimentation and a blending of stylised presentation. Most images leave 

at least his upper thighs exposed, at times the whole extra lower limb is uncovered, from the 

back as well as the front (fontal images also exposed Lentini’s small ‘fourth’ foot protruding 
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from his knee, a feature he appears to have actively tried to hide in later imagery).
60

 Some 

images depict Lentini within a natural outdoor landscape, whilst others depict him within a 

parlour style setting, often in the company of an older man, as if to stress a paternal influence 

within the promotional material.
61

 Some images employ long socks, at time only on the two 

‘normal’ legs, in a manner which emphasises the unusualness of this ‘third’ leg. Yet at other 

times, all three legs are covered in the same style of long socks, and Lentini positions his 

body in a way which does not obviously indicate that the extra leg is in any way different 

from the other two. The effect of these images is to convey an image of three ‘perfectly 

formed’ lower limbs – additional, but not deformed. Greater bodily wholeness is thereby 

emphasised, of three legs working in unison as part of a greater mechanical, able-bodied 

whole. This trend would continue to form a greater and greater part of Lentini’s 

reformulation of his stage persona as the twentieth century progressed.
62

 

A carefully crafted persona was therefore important not just at the nation’s borders 

under the surveillance of the expanding bureaucratic nation-state, but also on the then-still 

developing borders between ‘low’ cultural consumption and ‘respectable’ popular 

entertainment. Lentini, under the guidance of early managers, experimented with early forms 

of presentation. Sometimes he revealed hints of exoticism, deformity, and partial nudity, 

while at others (or even simultaneously) emphasising theatricality, bodily wholeness, or filial 
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affection. Such early experimentation oscillated and blended existing styles of freak show 

presentation. As the early twentieth century saw the scale of popular culture and medical 

science dramatically shift from enchantment to disenchantment, as the body (both the 

‘extraordinary’ and the ‘normative’) and its significance became conceived mechanistically 

in terms of the efficient/inefficient, the healthy/pathological, productive/non-productive, 

youthful and masculine versus weak and morally suspect, a new and more consistent mode of 

presentation would be needed.
63

 

 

3.4. Frank Lentini: Deployments of Masculinity and Able-bodiedness 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, Francesco Lentini refined his performances. He 

gradually moved towards a more consistent emphasis on youthful manliness and robust, 

active masculinity. Promotional images now actively eschewed the exoticising effect of 

partial revealment of his extra lower limb. Instead Lentini presented himself in proud 

theatrical costumes, where lengthy tights prevented exposure of the flesh while he 

simultaneously emphasised his leg’s active ability by kicking a soccer ball across the stage.
64

 

When nudity was used in promotional imagery – and occasionally it was - it focused upon the 

whole bodily aesthetic, rather than partial revealment of a particular part or aspect. Here 

Lentini struck muscular, almost Grecian statue-styled poses, as if to highlight the classical 

male beauty of his non-classically constructed body.
65

 The ‘three legged boy’, who married 

                                                           
63

 See Chapter Two for a greater discussion of cultural ‘disenchantment’ in freak show portraits and 

performances. See also Thomson, "From Wonder to Error - A Genealogy of Freak Discourse in Modernity," 12-

14; Bogdan, Freak Show, 29-31; Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 57; Lears, Fables of Abundance, 112-15. 
64

 While some images of Lentini as a young man show his knees revealed, they do not reveal large parts of his 

thigh, as did many of the earlier images of him as a young boy. Typically long stockings were pulled up at least 

to just below the knee on each leg, covering the extra foot growing from his knee on his ‘extra’ leg. Only very 

rarely was this foot exposed until he began wearing shorts again for promotional images as an older man from 

the 1940s-1960s. The images on http://www.franklentini.it/english-version.html span from across his lifetime 

and reveal these changes quite nicely. See also Joseph L. Tracy’s scrapbook at the Ringling Museum for images 

of Lentini as an older man. Joseph L. Tracy, ‘Freaks 3’, Scrapbooks, John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, 

Sarasota, Florida. 
65

 One such image shows Lentini naked from the rear, perhaps in his twenties or early thirties. The same image 

as well as a front-on version possibly from the same photo session can be found on Salvatore Spadaro’s website. 

http://www.franklentini.it/english-version.html


177 
 

an American actress in 1907, now went to great lengths to present himself as a ‘three legged 

man’.
66

 

In an industrial age the human body was rendered more and more in terms of its 

physical, industrial capacity, increasingly interpreted as highly significant for both shoring up 

and reinvigorating manhood, as well as for fending off a racially, disability, and gender-

coded decline of civilisation. In the very years in which Lentini reformulated his image, along 

the lines of youthful white masculinity and ability, the stakes for freak show performers were 

high. More than ever presentations of extraordinary bodies as signifying wonder and defying 

explanation lost their cultural drawing power, as shown by the fact that the Ringling Brothers 

circus upon buying out their largest competitor in Barnum & Bailey in 1908, for the first few 

years decided to do away with ‘freaks’ in the sideshow.
67

 For Frank Lentini, who had toured 

almost every season with Ringling Brothers since 1899, such sudden economic insecurity 

must have been concerning.
68

  In the critical years in which Lentini came of age, married 

(1907), and had his first child (1909), Lentini also faced losing the economic security of a 

long-term employer. His body, extraordinary as it was, was not simply a sure-fire meal ticket. 

The freak show had always been a performance relying on careful staging, promotion and 

stylised modes of presentation for its success. As it became increasingly clear that the 

industry’s ‘golden years’ would not persist much further into the twentieth century, 

innovation and flexibility became increasingly crucial to continual success.  
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Frank Lentini’s promotional material was far less heavy handed than the commercial 

advertising proffered by Macfadden, nor is there any evidence that he engaged directly with 

physical culture movements during his performances. Nonetheless, extant promotional 

material attests to the importance of bodily strength, muscularity, and aesthetic manly beauty 

in the Lentini show. A physically active masculinity which stressed able-bodied physical 

skill, a healthy diet and lifestyle and a humorous critique of assumptions of disability and 

bodily ‘abnormality’ clearly featured in such show advertising and images, and in all 

likelihood at least partly informed the performances themselves as well. 

In some promotional images from around the 1910s and 1920s, Lentini employs 

classical Grecian-styled statutory poses.
69

 One of these depicts Lentini completely naked 

from behind, standing upright, with straight posture. The image appears on a photo card with 

the following caption:  

‘FRANK A. LENTINI: The only man in the world with 3 legs, 4 feet, 16 toes, 2 

bodies from the waist down. Operation impossible, doctors claim it would cause death 

or paralyze my entire body. 3
rd

 limb connected at spine. THANK YOU. Please show 

this photo to your friend.’
70

  

 

The caption, written in the first person, therefore simultaneously emphasises Lentini’s bodily 

uniqueness and emphasises the disabling effects of potential medical intervention. 

Assumptions that surgical ‘correction’ might be a favourable option, ideals which only 

increased in cultural authority with the rise of eugenic science during the Progressive Era, 

were therefore met with an assertion of surgically-induced disability, without jettisoning 

medical authority per se.
71

 Furthermore the image is somewhat reminiscent of medical 

                                                           
69

 ‘Frank A. Lentini’, photocard,Walter Heist Papers, Robert L. Parkinson Library and Research Center, Circus 

World, Baraboo, WI ; ‘Francesco Lentini 3 Legged, 4 Footed Double Bodied Wonder’, photocard, John and 

Mable Ringling Museum of Modern Art, Sarasota FL; ‘Francesco Lentini’, photocard, CWI 3426, Photograph 

Series, Robert L. Parkinson Library and Research Center, Circus World, Baraboo, WI. 
70

 ‘Frank A. Lentini’, photocard,Walter Heist Papers, Robert L. Parkinson Library and Research Center, Circus 

World, Baraboo, WI. 
71

 Historian Ethan Blue has uncovered particularly harrowing examples of Progressive Era surgical ‘correction’ 

for the supposed benefit of society and the individual in question. See his work on long-time San Quentin prison 

physician Leo Stanley, who surgically implanted ‘testicular material’ from executed inmates, and even goats, 

into prison inmates, in the name of preventing crime and rejuvenating male bodies. Stanley also engaged in the 



179 
 

photography with its use of harsh lighting and nakedness.
72

 However, this same lighting also 

reveals Lentini’s muscular shoulders, legs and the exposed naked body as a whole, as a 

functioning complete body. When viewed from this perspective, the caption’s stress on 

paralysis as following from potential medical intervention takes on new meaning. The photo 

card is completely devoid of any sense of pity-inducing charity, in stark contrast to other 

disabled-beggar photo cards of the era.
73

 The appeal to ‘show this photo to your friend’ 

carries with it not only a sense of pride over Lentini’s own unique physical construction, but 

highlights how the consumption and circulation of such promotional material was central to 

Lentini’s industry. By choosing to speak for himself so explicitly, Lentini also made clear he 

was in control of his own presentation and labour, rather than a manager who might have 

been perceived  as profiting at his expense. In a changing historical period in which freak 

show images no longer automatically evoked wonder, the card consciously confronted 

assumptions of the necessity of medical intervention by presenting a unique physical body as 

a complete image of ideal male beauty. 

When combined with a similar image, albeit taken from the front but seemingly from 

the same photo session (the backdrop is exactly the same and Lentini appears to be of the 

same age), the effect is to showcase even further a muscular pose in the style of classical 

statutory.
74

 While the same harsh lighting of anthropometric photography is employed, 

Lentini gazes off, with a slightly upward titled chin, into the distance to the right of the 

camera lens. The effect is to emphasise further similarities with classical statuary poses. 

Lentini’s stance is just as straight-backed, his muscular chest and shoulders exposed. While 
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his additional lower limb is fully exposed, it is not an object of specific focus within the 

photo frame which captures his whole body as a complete image of muscular male nudity. 

When considered against earlier styles of presentation during his first years on the American 

freak show circuit as a boy, the emphasis on bodily wholeness, as compared to the often 

partial exposure of the ‘third’ leg is even more readily apparent.  

Similarly, in another promotional image from roughly the same period, captioned 

‘Francesco A. Lentini The Three Legged Wonder’, Lentini is presented in nothing but a very 

small pair of shorts, or perhaps simply a wide sash.
75

 He stands facing away from the camera 

with his left hand resting on his right hip, while his right arm is bent at the elbow with his 

hand clenching a fist, curled inward to rest on his waist. This flexing arm further highlighted 

his bulging right bicep, and his shoulder blades were also presented in a muscular fashion. 

Finally, his two principal legs show great muscle definition as well, while he appears to have 

been leaning slightly to the right, as if to minimise the overall difference in length to his 

additional lower limb. While this is not the complete nude statue pose of the other two 

images, it is clear that a conscious decision was made to produce the photo with Lentini 

shirtless. Such a decision does not makes sense unless one considers that it was not simply 

his lower limbs which were central to the presentation, but a more complete image of robust 

healthy manhood. It might also be argued that constructing the image in this way further 

emphasised the ‘normal’, indeed muscular and vigorous, development of Lentini’s torso. 

‘Defect’ in the form of an extra leg is thereby presented as part of a complete, fit and active 

whole.  

At other times in promotional images, Lentini deployed a masculinity which did not 

hinge upon revealing the bare male form at all. As he became a young man in his twenties, 

promotional images reveal that Lentini consciously moved away from images which exposed 
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 ‘Francesco Lentini’, photocard, CWI 3426, Photograph Series, Robert L. Parkinson Library and Research 

Center, Circus World, Baraboo, WI. 
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his extra lower limb (aside from the full-body statuesque poses already examined). Some of 

these are large cabinet cards already becoming out of fashion, produced by Frank Wendt’s 

studio in New Jersey, while others are photographic postcards which were rapidly replacing 

the older medium.
76

 Instead, Lentini chose to wear long tights or stockings tucked into knee-

length pants, laced up boots, as well as one of a number of jackets either buttoned up to the 

neck, or undone to reveal a shirt and tie or even bow-tie.
77

 When not exposing his body 

completely, Lentini seems to have decided upon covering it nearly completely – partial 

exposure of lower limbs and thighs had been rejected as a performing and promotional 

strategy.
78

 Additionally, many of these images also portray Lentini either sitting in a chair 

with all three of his legs resting on the floor, or else standing with his ‘principle’ walking legs 

straight and his additional ‘third’ leg cocked at the knee, giving the effect of lessening the 

overall difference in length of all three, but especially concealing the considerable shortness 

of the third. The shoes (typically lace-up boots) worn on all three legs are almost always 

exactly the same in these images, and thus contrast with the more typical barefooted 

(sometimes only the foot at the end of the ‘extra’ leg, at others all three/four) images of his 

boyhood.
79

 While it is impossible to know for certain what Lentini’s motives were for such 
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 Some exceptions from this period exist which show Lentini in pants and long stockings which were not 

tucked in to one another, and thus exposed his knees. Significantly however, his tights were long enough to fold 

over and conceal the ‘fourth’ foot protruding from one of his knees. See http://www.franklentini.it., accessed: 

March 7, 2018. 
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with such fastidiousness, sometimes wearing a pair of sandals on his principle walking feet, and a leather shoe 

on his other main foot (the ‘fourth’ foot protruding from his knee was never covered with a shoe). For a number 
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strategies of display, portraying all three of his legs as equally functional and minimising the 

differences between the two principle legs he used for walking and his third, considerably 

shorter leg protruding from the base of his spine, is consistent with a presentation of 

independent able-bodiedness and supernumerary mechanical bodily construction. This 

strategy of presentation was equally consistent with his decision not to reveal the ‘fourth’, 

underdeveloped foot, but to highlight masculine wholeness through nude statuesque poses. 

Moreover Lentini began to incorporate sport and health advice into his act and promotional 

biography.
80

 In the ‘Age of Fordism’, where bodies were increasingly conceptualised and 

valued for their mechanical efficiency, and where ‘freakish’ and ‘disabled’ bodies were 

increasingly devalued as in need of corrective medical intervention, Lentini’s modes of 

presentation as youthful, active, masculine and aesthetically beautiful, take on added 

significance as a potentially empowering performative strategy. 

It was not simply Lentini’s third leg that made him extraordinary, then, but his robust 

physical ability and depiction of modern male health. This image rested upon not only 

muscular Grecian statuesque poses of the male form, nor youthful and confident images of 

Lentini in full theatrical dress, but a robust presentation which featured able-bodiedness and 

independence as dominant themes which rejected contemporaneous connotations of  

disability with moral and social degeneracy.
81

 One of the few features of Lentini’s act of 

which we can be certain involved the kicking of a soccer ball across stage. Promotional 

material from this period often billed Lentini as the ‘three legged football player’, while 

painted sideshow banners, displayed alongside the entrance to the sideshow tent, depicted 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
of images of Lentini as a boy see franklentini.it. For images of Lentini as an older man see Joseph L. Tracy, 

Scrapbook, John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota, Flordia. 
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 See below for the analysis of the health and sex advice incorporated into later versions of Lentini’s 

biographical pamphlet. 
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 So-called ‘Ugly Laws’ in the years leading up to and immediately following the turn of the century were one 

important example of disability being linked to moral questionability and social marginalisation. Passed in 

major cities across the United States, such ‘unsightly beggar’ ordinances targeted those who begged for alms on 

the streets by exposing bodily signs of disease, maiming, deformity or mutilation. Susan M. Schweik, The Ugly 

Laws: Disability in Public, (New York & London: New York University Press, 2009), 2-9. 
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Lentini mid-action booting the ball across an imaginary field.
82

 For instance, when visitors 

moved from the ‘Front Door’ or main show tent towards the sideshow during Ringling 

Brothers and Barnum & Bailey’s 1923 tour they first ‘saw’ Lentini as depicted amongst the 

sideshow banners. Band director Merle Evans included an image taken outside the main show 

and sideshow entrances in his scrapbook for the season of 1923. Lentini’s sideshow banner is 

depicted alongside several others, while a crowd are gathered in front of it and the bally stage 

on the other side of the sideshow entrance. Despite the photograph being taken from a 

distance, the three-legged figure of Lentini kicking a soccer ball is clearly discernible.
83

 The 

other banners are far harder to make out, although Ringling Brothers and Barnums & 

Bailey’s route book for this season reveal that Lentini was joined by other notable performers 

such as the bearded lady Grace Gilbert, Krao the ‘missing link’, and Mary Bevan, the so-

called ‘Worlds Ugliest Woman’.
84

 Even before Lentini took to the stage then, the audience 

was presented with a representation of the ‘three legged man’ as active, mobile and skilful, 

within the broader menagerie of the freak show. 

While these other performers revealed the borderline liminality between fundamental 

categories of identity - male and female, human and animal – Lentini’s performance was of 

surplus manhood, rather than border-dwelling at the limits of ‘intolerable ambiguity’.
85

 Close 

examination of another Frank Lentini sideshow banner from around this period (circa 1920s 

or 1930s), reveals more than a simple emphasis on sporting ability and active able-

bodiedness. This banner, reproduced in Randy Johnson, Jim Secreto and Teddy Varndell’s 
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 ‘Fun By the Front Door’, photograph, Merle Evans Papers, RLPLRC, Circus World, Baraboo, WI; ‘Only 3 

Legged Football Player in the World!’, Sideshow Banner, c1930s reproduced in Johnson, et al, Freaks, Geeks 
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such a characterisation. Grosz, "Intolerable Ambiguity.", 55-57, 64-65. 
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edited collection of sideshow banners, reveals that all three of Lentini’s legs were artistically 

shown in equal proportion.
86

 This was despite the fact that Frank admitted in his show 

pamphlet that all three of his legs were of different length, joking that ‘yes, I have three and 

yet haven’t a pair.’
87

 Whereas his muscular nude poses could only go so far in presenting his 

body as a mechanical functioning whole, the artistic license of a sideshow banner allowed 

greater freedom in presenting the extra leg’s functionality.
88

 The caption reads ‘ONLY 3 

LEGGED FOOTBALL PLAYER IN THE WORLD! ALIVE’, where the word ‘ALIVE’ is 

separated from the rest of the text at the bottom of the banner, written in bold red font, thus 

emphasising Lentini’s active and lively participation in life. In the background other (two 

legged) teammates and opposition players are depicted, thereby presenting Lentini as part of 

a healthy sporting community. This had the joint effect of not only suggesting Lentini, who 

has possession of the ball and is impressively foregrounded in the banner, was superior to his 

two-legged competitors and teammates, but also depicting him as socially well-adjusted. 

Given then-dominant and still persisting associations of ‘disability’ and bodily ‘abnormality’ 

with social exclusion and subsequent mental or moral derangement, such imagery takes on 

additional significance.
89

 By tying Lentini to the growing craze for sport in America and its 

larger cultural project of remaking the masculine, productive and healthy individual/social 
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 ‘Only 3 Legged Football Player in the World!’, Sideshow Banner, c1930s reproduced in Johnson, et al, 

Freaks, Geeks and Strange Girls, 1995, 39. 
87

 Francesco Lentini, Life History of Francesco A. Lentini, ca 1940s, Small Collections, RLPLRC, Circus 
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 Curiously some other sideshow banner images depict Lentini with three perfect, yet seemingly feminine, legs. 

This would seem to contradict my argument about the centrality of masculinity to Lentini’s performances, as 
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 Substantial academic scholarship examines the association of disability with social and mental instability as a 

well-documented narrative trope. For our purposes, the most useful of these is Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 

especially 9-12 and chs. 4 and 5. 
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body such promotional material actively effaced competing and disempowering 

interpretations of bodily difference.
90

  

On September 22
nd

, 1919, Lentini officially gained American citizenship, a legalistic 

status that had always had discourses of masculine whiteness at its centre since the beginning 

of the Republic.
91

 Yet, for Lentini, this accomplishment reflected a more substantive 

inclusion he had gained as an economically independent and productive head of a family 

whose racial identity was no longer seriously at issue.
92

  Dominant understandings of race 

and gender informed Lentini’s new legal status, ideals which were consistent with his own 

self-representations as independent, masculine and able-bodied. As Evelyn Nakano Glenn has 

argued, substantive citizenship is a reflection of the historically specific enforced boundaries 

of exclusion and inclusion – citizenship is informed and shaped by historically specific race-

gender formations.
93

 By the second decade of the twentieth century, not only was masculinity 

in America reinvigorated, but the boundaries of racial inclusion were being reformulated as 

well – with equally important consequences for Lentini and the opportunities he faced.  

Lentini performed during a period in which Italians became white, as ‘whiteness’ as a 

racial formation was extended around Europe but hardened to further exclude people of 
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colour.
94

 While as a boy in 1898 his southern Italian identity potentially placed him at risk of 

racially-based suspicion, increasing immigration restriction legislation in the 1920s helped 

placate and redirect nativist fears towards Asian and Mexican peoples, as well as African 

Americans facing a renewed system of racial control in segregation (both de jure in the 

North, and legally mandated Jim Crow segregation laws in the South). Lentini, Roe, and 

Munsammy may have all been foreign-born workers in the American freak show – but in the 

specific historical moment of the early twentieth century they were affected by quite different 

systems of racialized/gender control, different assumptions concerning their capacity to 

become productive, hard-working citizens. By supporting a wife and nuclear family, Lentini 

could validate his, racially and gender informed, substantive citizenship in ways that 

Munsammy and Roe could not.
95

  

 In fact, as scholar Seema Sohi has shown, immigrants from India, such as Roe and 

Munsammy, were increasingly targeted by America’s restriction regime. To a considerable 

extent, the 1917 Asiatic Barred Zone immigration legislation was implemented in response to 

anticolonial Indian unrest. In the same years that Lentini solidified his position in American 

society through interrelated strategies of claiming whiteness, raising a family, and gaining 

official citizenship, the United States solidified its borders against non-white migrants, 

targeting Roe and Munsammy’s countrymen in particular, due to their strong association with 

global anticolonial movements, through legislation that utilised the public charge law to deny 
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admission up until the 1917 Asiatic Barred Zone rendered such exclusion complete.
96

 These 

were not unrelated events – Lentini, Munsammy and Roe were not simply connected through 

their shared experiences in the American freak show. They also shared, albeit from opposite 

sides of the exclusion/inclusion color line, engagements with the race-gender formation of 

American whiteness and citizenship. 

 

3.5. Lentini’s Fully Furnished Persona – Life Story Pamphlet 

By the early 1920s Frank Lentini began selling life-story pamphlet at his performances, a 

common industry practice.
97

 If the emphasis on physical masculine health, able-bodiedness 

and functional wholeness is not immediately apparent in promotional imagery, Lentini’s own 

narrative of his life story and unique body were more explicit.  

From the beginning the Life History asserts that there was ‘nothing unusual’ in the 

‘personal appearance’ or ‘physical characteristics’ of his mother, father or seven sisters and 

five brothers, nor after ‘careful investigation’, has any ‘peculiarity’ been discovered amongst 

his ancestors.
98

 The show pamphlet closes with the assertion that he is ‘happily married, and 

the proud father of three perfect and well-developed children.’
99

 Emphasising the bodily 

‘normality’ of the rest of a freak show performer’s family was common practice amongst 

aggrandized-status modes of freak presentation stretching back to the mid-nineteenth 
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century.
100

 However, produced at the height of American eugenic racial science, in the very 

years where campaigns from the Eugenics Record Office and eugenicists such as Harry 

Loughlin proved successful in aiding the passage of nativist immigration restriction 

legislation, and at the height of sterilisation campaigns designed to secure the eugenic 

reproductive future of America, Lentini’s claims take on added meaning.
101

 Furthermore, in 

the years leading up to and following the 1924 enactment of immigrant quota legislation, the 

racial-gender formation of whiteness in the United States also presented new opportunities 

for Italians who had previously been excluded from a racial hierarchy geared around ‘Anglo-

Saxon’ identity.
102

 Proving one’s ability to provide for a nuclear, patriarchal family was a 

crucial part of ‘Americanization’ and demonstrated fitness for a racially encoded 

citizenship.
103

 Lentini’s Life History and its evocation of a content marriage and ‘well-

developed children’, should be understood as responding to the gendered-racial politics of 

whiteness and American identity as well as freak show convention. By relocating his unusual 

body within the sphere of a healthy, productive ‘perfect and well-developed’ family, Lentini 

thereby minimised any potential interpretation of his body as a danger to the future eugenic 

health of the nation, and legitimised his position as a (white) American worker-citizen. 

Yet the Life History goes even further than this, to portray his body itself as fully 

functional, strong and scientifically coherent as a mechanical body ‘normal’ in every respect 
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aside from the supernumerary difference of possessing an extra leg and foot.
104

 During an 

important turning point in the text, Lentini describes being taken as a child by his father to an 

institution in Malta holding a number of physically and mentally disabled children. He notes 

the different debilitating conditions of several children he witnessed – blindness, deafness, 

being ‘badly crippled’, as well as lacking full use of mental faculties. Lentini contrasted them 

all with his own many abilities: 

‘I could read, talk, hear, understand and appreciate and enjoy the beauties of life. I could 

read and they couldn’t. I could talk with my friends, but some of them couldn’t because 

they were dumb. I could hear and enjoy beautiful music, while some of them couldn’t 

because they were deaf. I had my mental faculties and began to look forward to my 

education, and some of them couldn’t because they were idiots.’
105

 

When describing his own physical mobility, Lentini exclaimed:  

‘I can get about just as well and with the same ease as any normal person – walk, run, 

jump, ride a bicycle, horse, ice and roller skate, and drive my own car. I can swim – 

one advantage I have over the other fellow when I swim is that I use the extra limb as 

a rudder.’
106

  

Lentini thereby placed his able-bodiedness in direct contrast with a series of conditions he 

portrays as seemingly necessarily ‘disabled’. In doing so he not only reinforced and 

overemphasised the ‘disabling’ impacts of such physical conditions, locating them in the 

body of the person themselves - rather than in the social and physical construction of their 

environment - but he also exempted his own body from such ‘disability’.
107

 He effectively 

provides an effacement of any potential sympathetic interpretation of his body as ‘disabled’, 

                                                           
104

 Lentini’s double reproductive organs are noticeably absent from early versions of the narrative. Later editions 

sometimes include reference to them within the captions of pictures, but are kept out of the main narrative. 

Francesco Lentini, Life History of Francesco A. Lentini Three Legged Wonder, ca 1920-22, Small Collections, 

RLPLRC, Circus World Museum; Francesco Lentini, Life History of Francesco A. Lentini, ca 1940s, Small 

Collections, RLPLRC, Circus World Museum, Baraboo, WI; For Martini’s analysis of the Life History see 

Martini, "Francesco Lentini," 255-57. 
105

 Francesco Lentini, Life History of Francesco A. Lentini Three Legged Wonder, ca 1920-22, Small 

Collections, RLPLRC, Circus World Museum, Baraboo, WI. 
106

 Francesco Lentini, Life History of Francesco A. Lentini, ca 1940s, Small Collections, RLPLRC, Circus 

World. 
107

 I am drawing upon the now well-documented distinction in disability studies between a physical impairment, 

and the socially constructed effect of having a ‘disability’. The former does not necessarily have a ‘disabling’ 

effect on the person with the impairment unless society is structured in such a way that makes that impairment a 

‘disability’. This is not of course, to diminish the very real, material and often painful experiences of having a 

‘disability’, understood as a social condition rather than a ‘fault’ in a particular individual body. Nielsen, A 

Disability History of the United States, 160-62; Williams, "Theorizing Disability," 125-27; Morris, "Impairment 

and Disability," 1-3; Crow, "Including All of Our Lives," 55-60. 



190 
 

amounting to a vigorous rejection of pity. He presents the moment of his visit to the 

institution for disabled children as his full awakening to his own able-bodiedness, tied to his 

own capacity for self-improvement through sport and education, and through participation in 

the wider social community.
108

 It is not that Lentini provides a critique, in this instance at 

least, of disability as a concept rooted in a body conceived of in terms of error and pathology, 

so much as depicting his own personal body as one of beneficial excess rather than lack, as 

normal in every other way than having supernumerary advantage. In taking command of his 

own story, by recounting such a profound moment of realisation and locating it in his 

childhood (and the somewhat exotic European location of Malta), Lentini further solidified 

an image of masculine and independent maturity. 

The Malta institution visit thus provided a critical function within the Life History 

narrative, one which resonated with Lentini’s performances. When asked how he felt as a 

three legged man in a two legged world, Lentini would reportedly respond by asking the 

audience member how he would feel having two arms in a one-armed world.
109

 While this 

response was no doubt intended to weave humour into the act, it had the added effect of 

providing an image of two legged disability through the use of an extremely familiar image of 

one armed disability in the age of industrial capitalism and its maimed victims. From around 

the 1920s onwards, Lentini’s audience would pay to see a ‘freak’, during a period in which 

having bodily anomalies was increasingly being read as signifying the possession of a 

broken, diseased, deformed, maimed, or otherwise ‘pathological’ condition in need of 

treatment or institutional segregation from wider society. Instead, they were greeted with the 
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challenge that perhaps they were the ones with bodies which were somehow defective, or 

otherwise less superior to that of the three-legged man.  

 Perhaps sensitive to the declining moral and popular acceptability of the freak show, 

Lentini also claimed that his father refused all suggestions that Francesco be put into show 

business until after he had ‘gained an education’.
110

 By the end of the Life History, the third 

person narrator even asserts that Lentini was ‘educated far better than the average man and 

can speak four different languages.’
111

 Intelligence, the speaking of multiple languages, and a 

courteous nature were key long-standing elements of aggrandized status freak show 

presentation, helping to offset the performer’s physical ‘peculiarity’ with an image of 

cultured and genteel respectability.
112

 Such claims of tasteful company and entertainment 

became increasingly important as freak shows lost their place within acceptable 

entertainment. Lentini therefore weaved his Life Story with multiple claims of at-least-equal, 

if not superior, physical capacity and able-bodiedness. He highlighted eugenic fitness and 

healthy manliness as part of fundamentally new techniques of freak show presentation in the 

industrial age of mechanically idealised bodies. By reformulating older modes of traditional 

aggrandized status modes of presentation, Frank Lentini’s own account of his life story 

signified his perfection of a successful and profitable stage persona.
113

 

 Later versions of the Life Story shift from third person to first person, while the 

narrative remains largely the same. In one pamphlet from around the 1940s or 50s a 

distinctly-older Lentini even includes two photographs, one of him sharply dressed in a suit 
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with a black bowtie and seated in a chair, while in the other completely naked in a standing 

position with his reproductive organs erased from the image.
114

 Together, the images 

reinforce the dual photographic presentation strategies that Lentini had developed in his 

youth. One as a fully clothed respectable gentleman, with three distinct but seemingly 

comparable lower limbs clearly on display, while the other portraying the older but still 

robust and health, naked male body within a Grecian statue aesthetic.  

As it had for Chang and Eng Bunker, age, for Lentini, may well have proved a larger 

barrier to able-bodiedness and independence than his particular body ever posed. Indeed, 

while this chapter has demonstrated how anxieties accompanying industrial mechanisation 

and other changes associated with modernity, provoked the turn to new bodily ideals of 

strenuous masculinity, youth and age was also a central part of this reformulation of 

manhood. As Gregory Wood has shown, the interwar period in particular saw not only new 

industrial hiring practices, mass production technologies which favoured speed and youth, 

and celebrations of  the young male body in popular culture, but also had the related effect of 

making ‘growing old’ an increasingly prominent source of anxiety for working class 

Americans.
115

 These anxieties intersected with long-standing concerns over supposed 

declining sexual drives, linked to ‘overcivilisation’ and ‘feminisation’, and the threat of ‘race 

suicide’.
116

 By the 1920s, promises of ‘surgical rejuvenation’ and a restoration of manhood 
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by replenishing male glands, found an increasingly positive reception in popular and medical 

professional circles as they claimed to be able to ‘make old men young again.’
117

 While such 

claims lost their popularity and authenticity as the now-professionalised medical community 

turned to endocrine-based models of hormonal rejuvenation and psychological models of 

impotence as based in repressed desire (not bodily depletion), age remained a source of 

masculine identity in the age of mechanised bodies and industry.
118

 

A preoccupation with bodily health, aging and moral instruction informed a significant 

addition to Lentini’s Life History in his later years. This later version of his promotional 

pamphlet turned the focus away from his physical body, and indeed the adult male physical 

body, as he offered advice aimed primarily at ‘mothers and their children’, on a range of 

subjects including cleanliness (‘Physical, as well as moral and mental’), hygiene and 

sanitation, a diet of moderation, and ‘proper control’ over the sexual organs.
119

 The health 

advice Lentini proffered should be understood within the context of early and mid-twentieth 

century popular eugenics and its preoccupation with productive, ‘fit’, and physically active 

(white) families. ‘Better Baby’ and ‘Fitter Family’ contests at State fairs, beginning in Iowa 

in 1911, linked to state-sponsored and American Medical Association supported pro-health 

activities such as ‘Child Health Day’ ensured that by mid-century a focus on ‘flawless’ 

bodies as a measure of the health of the nation was well and truly a part of American 

culture.
120

 After World War II and the declining popularity of ‘negative’ eugenics that 

resulted from the exposed horrors of Nazi Germany’s eugenic policies, American eugenicists 

responded by increasingly turning to the promotion of productive and ‘healthy’ families, or 
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‘positive’ eugenic policies, through marriage counselling and sexual therapy.
121

 Francesco 

Lentini’s health advice was not explicitly eugenic in its content, indeed his criticisms of 

‘illicit intercourse’ (outside of wedlock) and seven stage outline as to the ‘Physicology of Sex 

Life’ (sic), was a curious mix of religious condemnation, natural remedies and modern 

medical advice.
122

 As an older man Lentini had developed a more suitable older masculinity 

through sexual and biological advice aimed at ‘dependents’ such as mothers and children, 

during a period of renewed interest in sexual reproduction and productive families as a 

symbol of bio-national ‘health’. 

Despite the persisting problems age posed to twentieth century masculinity, Lentini was 

secure enough in his own body during his later years to display it in much the same manner 

as he had as a young man, including through whole body images of male nudity. In fact, he 

seems even more comfortable with his own exhibition, happily appearing in promotional 

images in shorts which clearly exposed his ‘fourth’ foot. He had, after all, been making a 

profitable living on the American Freak Show circuit for some 50 years. Indeed, as Lentini’s 

earnings for 1939, the year he turned fifty, demonstrates he was still pulling in a very secure 

income. The 1940 census, captured Lentini’s 1939 earnings alongside those of other 

performers with the ‘West Shows’ as the tour stopped over in Tuscaloosa, Alabama. For 

twenty seven weeks work Lentini earnt an impressive $1,325 as ‘side show manager’, an 

amount which greatly exceeded, not only his fellow sideshow performers’ earnings (the 

‘Human Pin Cushion’ earned just $350 for a considerably longer season of forty weeks 
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work), but also that of the ‘animal manager’ ($800 for 40 weeks work), and the aerialists’ 

income as well ($636 for 32 weeks).
123

   

 

3.6. Conclusion 

Francesco Lentini, from the turn of the twentieth century, proved highly successful in forging 

freak show career that hinged upon youth, able-bodiedness, independence and active sporting 

ability – all crucial intersecting markers of reinvigorated white masculinity. This was despite 

the fact that during these same years the American freak show was undergoing popular 

decline as older narratives of wonder and the abundance of Nature and/or God surrounding 

unusual bodies lost their cultural appeal.
124

 In an age in which healthy bodies were 

increasingly conceptualised as functioning, efficient bodies according to mechanised models, 

Lentini turned his ‘extraordinary body’ into an object of supernumerary, efficient able-

bodiededness, encased in socially active, white, independent masculine virility. 

Francesco Lentini demonstrated over the course of his lifetime that while dominant 

racial and gender understandings informed notions of manliness and masculinity, able-

bodiedness and health, such changing social norms did not preclude historical agency. 

Lentini, whose body could easily have been caught amidst a web of racial and disability-

based assumptions about dependence, slavishness and defective stock, nonetheless managed 

to actively assert himself as a historical agent in the process of denoting what his 

extraordinary body signified. By taking advantage of cultural shifts in what constituted both 

ideal masculine bodies and the newly disenchanted ‘extraordinary body’, Lentini was able to 

push mechanistic models of the body driven by medically scientific, but no less racial and 
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gendered, to his own advantage. At the same time, Lentini gained substantive citizenship by 

successfully claiming membership within the broader conceptualisation of whiteness that 

accompanied the expanding U.S. immigration restriction regime, one which resonated with 

his on stage performances of individual productive masculinity. He forged a performative 

aesthetic that hinged upon efficiency, productivity and robust masculinity, while raising and 

providing for his family. As industrial capitalism pushed youthful but ‘normal’ bodies to their 

very limits, as medical science sought to ‘correct’ bodies which failed to live up to modern 

society’s productive standards, and as America’s borders hardened against non-white 

migrants whose race and/or radical politics threatened the political body of the nation, 

Francesco Lentini presented his own body, from a mechanistic and productive viewpoint, as 

one of efficient contribution and excess - as indeed ‘more than one’, if ‘yet not two’.
125

 For 

Lentini, being three legged, four footed, and, albeit less explicitly, having double 

reproductive organs, was to possess a powerful supernumerary bodily alternative to 

normalcy. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

‘John Public As We See Him’: Returning Authoritative Perspectives 

on ‘Midgets’, Science and Depression-era Show Audiences 
 

In their 1934 ‘exposé’ on the lives of Little People, It’s a Small World: All About Midgets, 

journalists Walter Bodin and Burnet Hershey turned to endocrine science in order to answer 

the question ‘Why is a midget?’ In doing so, the authors framed the answer to this question as 

beginning with a ‘sweeping discovery’ made by Dr. Walter M. Kraus in 1915. Kraus 

supposedly discovered the link between the ‘under-development of the structure of the body’ 

and the ‘under-development’ of the pituitary gland.
1
 Having already studied French 

neurologist Pierre Marie’s work tying ‘acromegaly’ or ‘giantism’ to the ‘over-development’ 

of this gland, Kraus had seized upon the opportunity presented by the death of a 37 year old 

patient who was ‘only 3 feet, 4 inches in height, the size of a boy of 4½ years’:
2
 

‘Kraus, charged with the eagerness and enthusiasm of a boy with a mechanical toy, 

obtained from his chief permission to perform the autopsy. Alone in the vast silences 

of Bellevue’s morgue, he plied his scalpel with sure, swift hands. His examination of 

the vital organs told him nothing unusual. They were normal, except for size. He left 

the examination of the brain to the last, knowing that there lay the end of his quest. 

Deftly, he trepanned the skull. In a trice, he had extracted a bony envelope from the 

base of the brain. Here was the gland to which Marie had attributed the cause of 

overgrowth. It was no larger than a pea. He placed it under a microscope.’
3
 

 

With the aid of the microscope, they recounted, Kraus was thereby able to not only breach the 

‘threshold of a new knowledge’, but, through a technologically-enabled medico-scientific 

gaze, reduce the nameless ‘little patient’ (who, deceased, was actually experimental fodder) 

to an incomplete pituitary gland, ‘plainly defective’ upon a single glance. Bodin and Hershey 

tell us very little about the short-statured man himself, a former actor who had become 
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‘homeless and friendless’ and who literally remained ‘wordless to the end’.  He remains a 

silent and passive subject in the text, acted upon by Kraus’s scalpel and ‘sure, swift hands’, 

which slice through flesh and saw through bone to reveal the real answer as to why this 

individual existed the way he did.
4
 

 Just two years later, the self-described ‘midget’ and ‘showman’ Buddie Thompson 

offered his own response. Thompson presented a ‘life study of midgets from all angles’, 

drawn upon his experience as part of a show community of Little People during the 1930s.
5
 

Having graduated from Indiana University in 1931 with a degree in biology, Thompson also 

engaged with the burgeoning field of endocrinology. Yet the ‘heroic physician/medical 

scientist’ trope, so central to Bodin and Hershey’s story, was conspicuously absent from his 

narrative. His book, while utilising many of the same then-current medical classifications for 

people with different kinds of dwarfism as Bodin and Hershey, along with a similar general 

description of the endocrine system, nonetheless eschewed the privileging of scientific 

medical discourses above the voices of Little People themselves:  

‘Having had a desire to make a life study of midgets from all angles, I have had a first 

hand opportunity to do so under various circumstances. Being with them when we had 

good jobs and were well paid, or when we were not certain of our next job or next 

dime, I know how they felt and how I felt.’
6
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As a Little Person himself, who was nonetheless making a ‘study’ of his fellow short-statured 

showmen, Thompson occupied an intriguing position within intersecting discourses of 

knowledge concerning the newly pathologised bodies of freak show performers. 

 

4.1. Buddie Thompson’s ‘Insider Study’ of Little People 

This chapter will analyse closely Thompson’s 1936 book As I Know Them: A Midget’s Story 

of Show People, as a key performative text that rearticulates the meanings of bodily 

difference for ‘Little People’ during a period in which their bodies inhabited several 

intersecting discourses. These discourses included medical pathology and endocrine science, 

popular culture ideas surrounding ‘grotesque’, ‘freakish’, but also aesthetically beautiful and 

proportional bodies, and mythological fairy-tale narratives of exotic fantasy.
7
 Like Frank 

Lentini, Buddie Thompson performed during a period in which freak shows were 

problematized and moralised through the medical pathologisation of bodily difference.
8
 Yet 

for proportionately bodied Little People, whose form of dwarfism did not include readily 

visible signs of bodily so-called deformity, and who, like Thompson, were, aside from their 

size, aesthetically little different from ‘normal’ statured individuals, the range of possible 

bodily exhibition were not as limited as one might expect. Their opportunities for 
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performative showmanship expanded beyond what might be traditionally defined as the 

‘freak show’, in a way which could counter assertions of inappropriate or ‘grotesque’ 

performance and damaging associations with ‘low culture’ in critically important ways.
9
 

Nonetheless, while ‘midget villages’, ‘midget troupes’, and touring operatic companies of 

Little People provided Thompson and his companions with opportunities of self-presentation 

unavailable to many other performers with ‘extraordinary bodies’, they were no less ensnared 

in medical discourses of bodily pathology. Buddie Thompson’s recollections, importantly, 

represent a conscious decision to step outside of traditional ‘freak show’ performative 

strategies and actively engaged with new medical discourses of endocrinology and their 

popular correlatives.  

Thompson’s text, which I treat as a performance itself, utilised a ‘return gaze’ which 

unambiguously spoke for both himself and his fellow performers, unlike earlier promotional 

freak show ‘life histories’ whose authorship was complicated by dominant freak show 

performative strategies. Thompson vigorously rejected medical intervention aimed at curing 

the bodies of ‘midgets’, confronted popular understandings of Little People as paradoxically 

both infantile and highly sexualised, and defended the variety of experiences and perspectives 

of his fellow short-statured performers. His ‘return gaze’, however, was unique in that it 

incorporated a medico-glandular conceptualisation of the human body and scientific 

authoritative perspective over and above those of the physician, ‘John Public’, and the 

popular media. Crucially, Thompson maintained that Little People had the most authoritative 

perspectives on their own bodies, perspectives which could incorporate biomedical elements, 

but with important limits on medical intervention for certain categories of Little People. His 
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‘insider’ perspective, unlike the questionable journalism of Bodin and Hershey, tellingly 

maintained that Little Peoples’ ‘trials and tribulations’, do not ‘look the same to us as they do 

to the large people at all.’
10

 

 Intersections of vision, seeing, gaze and knowledge are central themes in the 

framework of Thompson’s text. Several of Thompson’s chapters were organised around the 

different perspectives involved in the performances of Little People and their reception in 

popular culture and medical science.
11

 His ‘return gaze’ informed not only the opening 

chapter, ‘John Public As We See Him’, which examined the normate average American 

consumer,  but also demonstrated how the perspectives of Thompson’s show community 

were informed by a nuanced understanding of their own reception within American culture 

(chapter II: ‘As Others See Us’). While ostensibly the object of this ‘life study of midgets’, 

short statured show performers were presented as nonetheless knowing far more about 

themselves and their audience than both the average member of the American public, and the 

average physician, and this knowledge is the result of experience and careful observation, of 

a ‘return gaze’ quick to utilise such knowledge in the service of profitable performance 

strategies and the enjoyment of an insider-entertainer culture.
12

 Although a ‘textual gaze’, 

Thompson therefore provides ample evidence of himself and others resisting reductive bio-

medical gazes and claims to objective locations of pathology in need of treatment, as well as 

other less-technical, but nevertheless increasingly medicalised, popular cultural readings of 

their bodies. 
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4.2. Gaze and Structure: Four Strategies, Across Two Intersecting Fields 

My analysis begins with a contextual outline of endocrinology in 1930s America, with 

particular emphasis on Michael Pettit’s conceptualisation of ‘glandular visions’ and the links 

between dominant medical science and mass culture.
13

 I then briefly trace Thompson’s 

previous experience with medical gaze as an anthropometric subject examined by eugenic 

fieldworkers while performing at the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair. In applying 

poststructuralist narratives of gaze and return gaze to Buddie Thompson’s text, I will focus 

on two overarching and interrelated areas: the spheres of medical science and of popular 

culture.
14

 Firstly, I will analyse how the clinical physician, eugenic researcher of hereditarian 

traits, and the laboratory medical experimentation of the emerging science of endocrinology 

fixed Little People during the 1930s within an anatomic-medical gaze increasingly invested 

in new biomedical visions of correction, treatment and enhancement. I will then demonstrate 

how Buddie Thompson challenged this dominant medical vision in two crucial ways – by 

first questioning the utility of medical intervention for short-statured people who could 

nonetheless lead fulfilling and complex lives regardless of their diminutive height, as well as 

by presenting an alternative glandular hierarchy that privileged the showman ‘pituitary 

midget’. 
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The chapter will then turn to dominant popular culture conceptualisations of short-

statured people – the second overarching field analysed in this chapter, which nonetheless 

shared the ‘glandular visions’ of endocrinic science. American popular culture in the 1930s 

increasingly included glandular models of human physiology alongside competing and 

contradictory associations with mythological fairy-tale kingdoms, notions of child-like 

dependency, psychological disorder, and male desire for compensatory sexual conquest, or 

female sexual delusion.  This section will trace two further strategies of ‘return gaze’, this 

time specifically within the sphere of popular culture. I will first demonstrate how Buddie 

Thompson took aim at ‘John Public’s’ vision of Little People performers firstly by explicitly 

rejecting harmful assertions of psycho-sexual abnormality. Then I will trace Thompson’s 

second resistant strategy aimed at dominant popular culture. Here, Thompson drew attention 

to the irrationality of ‘John Public’ himself and the everyday middle-America this figure 

represented. As I Know Them, then, skilfully reversed the power-knowledge dynamic of 

normative vision by drawing attention to the immense knowledge Little People had at their 

disposal of their audience and its manipulable abject desires. Throughout my analysis I will 

complicate Buddie Thompson’s narrative by focusing on the tension between his assertion of 

short statured show people solidarity, and his willingness to turn his powerfully assumed 

position of authoritative gaze (and hierarchical racial and gendered categories) upon his Little 

People companions.   

 

4.3. Endocrinology, Experimentation and Glandular Conceptualisations 

of the Self 

Buddie Thompson graduated from Indiana University in 1931 with a degree in botany, during 

a time in which endocrinology or ‘New Physiology’ promised radical new opportunities for 
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intervention into the development of the human body.
15

 He also graduated amidst the 

Depression’s prolonged economic hardship and diminished employment opportunities, and it 

was these socioeconomic reasons which Thompson himself claimed were central to his 

decision to go into show exhibition.
16

 Nevertheless, being highly educated continued to be an 

important part of Thompson’s identity, and a key part of this was his continued interest in 

human biology.
17

 His text, As I Know Them, clearly incorporated endocrinology, or the study 

of the power of ductless glands into his understanding of Little People and human physiology 

more generally. To this extent, like so many others in the 1930s, Buddie Thompson engaged 

with a biomedical and cultural concept of the ‘glandular self’, even as he objected to 

endocrine treatments for proportionally bodied Little People, and openly questioned the 

authority and knowledge of medical professionals.
18

 

While Lentini had forged much of his emphasis on youthful and vigorous masculinity 

partly in response to eugenic and other concerns about civilisation’s supposed effects on 

bodily health to fears of racial decline and the national ‘body’, Thompson performed after the 

enforcement of immigration restriction legislation and the popularisation of endocrinology’s 

promise of glandular intervention in the individual-national body. Historians such as Michael 

Pettit have argued that endocrinology promised to expand the opportunities for eugenic 
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intervention in both addressing social pathology and allowing for human enhancement.
19

 

Hormones, or ‘internal secretions’, during the 1930s occupied the space of ‘master 

molecules’ in the human body, during a period before the discovery of DNA and the rise to 

prominence of genetics in the life sciences.
20

 If eugenics had sought to control the transfer of 

hereditarian traits in ways which diminished reproduction of ‘undesirable’ elements through 

enforced sterilisation, institutional segregation and marriage regulation, endocrinology 

suggested new opportunities to ‘correct’ the ‘deficient’ and ‘enhance’ the biological-national 

body through hormonal therapies.
21

 Endocrinology, like eugenics, was not accepted 

universally throughout the scientific medical community, and the field struggled to 

disassociate itself from both its historical antecedents in male ‘rejuvenation’ surgeries and 

glandular extracts, as well as popular proponents’ wildest claims about the benefits of 

glandular interventions – yet it was a mainstream and increasingly acceptable field in the 

scientific community.
22
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 The promise of glandular manipulation was taken very seriously in both popular and 

scientific circles during the interwar period, and was bolstered by multiple discoveries during 

the 1920s. Successes in the discovery and application of insulin, driven by close collaboration 

between laboratory researchers, medical clinics and pharmaceutical companies in the United 

States and Canada, the manufacture of synthetic Thyroxin to counter the thyroid-deficiency 

disease of myxedema, among over breakthroughs, meant that it was not unreasonable to 

envision new possibilities for human biochemical intervention.
23

 While most experiments 

with glandular extracts during the 1920s and 30s utilised animal extracts which, unbeknownst 

to researchers during this period, could not cause hormonal effects upon human subjects, it is 

anachronistic to view 1930s endocrinology as ineffective and ineffectual from the vantage 

point of developments following the late-1950s.
24

 During the time such hormonal 

interventions were felt to be immensely powerful, and endocrinology seemed to be a science 

on the cusp of a new era. Glandular ‘visions’ of what the immediate future might hold were 

just as important to the development of scientific advancement as what biological practices 

could actually achieve in this particular historical moment. Such expectations drove the 

direction of research and channelled funding into certain areas rather than others, as shown 

by the important role played by the National Research Council and its financial backers in the 

Rockefeller Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation.
25
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 Furthermore, ‘glandular visions’, no matter how fanciful they might now seem, had 

very real and potentially harmful effects. Endocrinology, like eugenics, was driven by 

dialectical concepts of normalcy and deviance. It was a science ‘endowed with the power of 

social reform’, which held very real material consequences on the lives of everyday people 

and those with extraordinary bodies.
26

 Voluntary participation in endocrine treatments aimed 

at ‘enhancement’, persisted alongside more coercive ‘corrective’ interventions. As was the 

case with eugenic enforced sterilisation, those ensnared in institutions such as the prison or 

the asylum were particularly exposed to experimental endocrine intervention.
27

 For instance 

Louis Berman, a popular proponent of what he called ‘psycho-endocrinology’, was a 

celebrated scientific authority who argued that ‘correctional’ and ‘enhancement’ endocrine 

interventions overlapped.
28

 In the late 1920s he developed his ‘psycho-endocrinological’ 

diagnoses in competition with both Lombroso’s physical anthropology and Freudian 

psychoanalysis, by studying some 250 inmates at Sing Sing prison. Through examining blood 

hormone levels, metabolism rates, and ‘nerve reactions’ he claimed to detect ‘endocrinal 

defects’ two to three times greater than other non-criminal populations, even going so far as 

to link certain specific types of crimes to specific types of endocrine malfunction.
29
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popular texts he later published however, shifted to claim that endocrinology offered the key 

to ‘enhancement’ as well as ‘correction’, in helping mankind to take command of its own 

biological evolution and develop ‘Ideal Normal’ human traits.
30

  

Berman’s vision of enhancement spoke specifically to what endocrine science offered 

in the near future, however these ‘glandular visions’ influenced how endocrinic treatments 

themselves were regarded and utilised during this period as well. They were not the lofty 

dreams of a popular scientist, but popular visions that had a material effect on how 

endocrinology progressed (and those who were its experimental subjects). In 1931 Ernest 

Roome and his mother, Helen Roome, challenged his father, physician Dr. Adolphe Edward 

Roome, in court over Ernest’s subjection to endocrine treatments that were intended to halt 

his rapid growth. Aged 14, Ernest was already 6 feet tall, weighed 235 pounds, and wore size 

11 shoes. For five years his father had tried to hold-off his ‘threatening gigantism’, through 

experiments with a gland extract called pituitrin, which Ernest claimed were painful and 

made him suffer ‘headaches and loss of sleep’.
31

 According to Time magazine, Ernest denied 

that his size caused him trouble at school and even claimed it was his father who embarrassed 

him in front of his friends, causing others to look at him ‘like I was a criminal’.
32

 In his 

defence, Adolphe Roome specifically tied together ideas of health, normality, and 

intelligence in his argument over preventing ‘gigantism’.
33

 The mother, Helen, who was 

separated from Adolphe Roome, objected to the ‘obscure medical experiment’ he was 

inflicting upon their son against his will, and openly undercut her estranged husband’s 
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masculine authority by claiming her son ‘has every chance to become as much as man as his 

father, or a better one’, without medical intervention.
34

  

While Ernest and his mother won the initial court decision, Judge Lester William 

Roth overturned his own decision the following April, after hearing evidence from a 

prominent endocrinologist that pituitrin was ‘harmless’, and had been developed following 

‘extensive’ experimentation with the pituitary gland.
35

 Helen, it seems, was wrong only in 

characterising the endocrine treatments as an ‘obscure medical experiment’. Not only was 

pituitrin part of mainstream, if not universal, medical practice at the time, but its use also 

demonstrated the opportunities endocrinology offered for profitable collaboration between 

physicians, scientists, and private pharmaceutical interests. Pituitrin had been developed by 

the pharmaceutical company Parke, Davis and Company, as an animal extract which would 

only later be proved ineffective as a growth hormone for human beings. Nonetheless, as early 

as 1917 pituitrin was considered to be so effective for Parke, Davis Company to promote the 

product ‘aggressively’ and ‘without any misgivings’.
36

 Judge Roth, despite previously 

seeming to cede to Helen’s critique of her estranged partner’s masculinity, now admonished 

the parents to cease their ‘private wars’ and when making his decision stated that the 

‘Biblical injunction that children shall honor their father and mother is still upheld by the law 

of this State.’
37

 Ultimately, Ernest Roome’s own claims of painful medical experimentation 

were dismissed in favour of the perspectives of endocrine science, bolstered by the 

cooperation of laboratory research, clinical practice and pharmaceutical companies which in 

turn privileged patriarchal authority in the socio-biological raising of children. 
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Ernest Roome’s experience of growing up during the glandular 1930s highlights 

broader concerns about the healthy development of children and the national future of 

America’s citizens during the interwar period. However, the ‘overdevelopment’ of 

‘gigantism’ was less concerning than the ‘underdeveloped’ child growth signified by short 

stature. Historian Aimee Medeiros has identified a pathologisation of short stature from the 

post-First World War period, during which time the health and height of boys was associated 

with the health of the nation.
38

 During this period health reformers utilised and normalised 

average growth measurements through growth studies of children. By presenting average 

measurements as healthy norms and using growth charts developed from anthropologic data 

as diagnostic tools, pediatric practice increasing pathologised shorter individuals as in need of 

medical intervention. While these studies did not focus solely or specifically on endocrinic 

explanations for so-called abnormal child growth, they did contribute to the increasing 

association of short stature with pathology and blurred the boundaries between what was 

considered ‘normal’ and what was considered ‘ideal’. By the time Thompson wrote his 

account in 1936, Little People were increasingly seen as visible signs of failed development, 

in a society which more closely monitored the growth of its children and increasingly 

envisioned experimental endocrine treatments as the solution for securing a healthy national 

‘body’.
39

 

Little People were subjected to medical gaze both directly in the clinic and experimental 

laboratory, as well as in more indirect ways through the popularisation of glandular models of 

the body and pathological associations of short stature. For instance, Dr. William Engelbach, 

a ‘pioneer in endocrine therapy’, whose four-volume work Endocrine Medicine became a 

standard in the field, has been credited with being the first to apply injections of pituitary 
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growth hormone to undersized children in order to stimulate their growth.
40

 His study, 

presented before the Association for the Study of Internal Secretions in June 1931, focused 

upon ‘pituitary infantilism’, a category of dwarfism which tied sexual underdevelopment to 

deficiencies in growth.
41

 In the report he described patient ‘Miss J. M., 9 years and 6 months’ 

as a case of ‘juvenile hypopituitarism’ who was the first to be treated with Evans’ growth 

hormone.
42

 Her height was recorded as 35.5 inches as compared with a ‘Normal Variation’ of 

50.1 to 53.7 inches. Despite being described as ‘intelligent’ (enough so to have made two 

grades in one year), ‘alert’, ‘resourceful’, having studied French, having good grades in 

arithmetic, as a ‘voracious reader’, and also as physically active and strong for her age, ‘J.M.’ 

was nonetheless deemed suitable for experimentation with a growth hormone whose effects 

on rats had been tested, but whose effects on human subjects remained unknown.
43

 Tables 

listing her physical measurements in the report attested to the close physical study ‘J.M.’ was 

subjected to. Furthermore an anthropometric image of the girl - completely naked aside from 

a blindfold, perhaps intended to hide her identity but which also prevented her from gazing 

back into the camera lens, with her physical dimensions and case study number (6109) 

stamped onto the image - attested to her disempowered subjectification.
44

 Dr Engelbach’s 

descriptions of her overall physical condition also attest to an intimate and invasive 

examination that spoke to the close association of glandular dysfunction as a cause of not 
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only short stature, but sexual abnormal development as well.
45

 Ultimately Dr. Engelbach 

regarded her treatment as a success, he noted an increase in height of 2.7 inches and 7.5 

pounds in weight, during 8.5 months of treatment, as opposed to four years without growth in 

height previous to commencement of endocrine treatments. The thoughts and opinions of 

‘J.M.’ and her parents are absent, and the nine year old girl’s short stature is rendered as a 

sign of pathology as compared to ‘normal’ averaged physical dimensions, in need of 

experimental treatment made possible through an ‘objective’ medical gaze.
46

 

 

4.4. Buddie Thompson, Medical Gaze and Competing Endocrine 

Hierarchies  

While ‘J.M.’ was rendered docile and silent by an experimental medical gaze, Buddie 

Thompson resisted both medical experimentation and a reductive medical vision in his text. 

He did not jettison the newly dominant glandular conceptualisations of the human body, but 

placed important limits upon what this physiology signified, balanced  by a counter narrative 

with the perspectives of Little People whose lives were just as complex and complete as those 

of ‘big people’. 

Thompson’s opposition to the medical gaze may have flowed from his own personal 

experience of close anatomic medical inspection at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1934. Here, 

Thompson performed in a ‘midget village’ constructed to half-scale alongside close to one 

hundred other short statured performers. This was a performative space which seemed 
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particularly well-suited to highlighting the social nature of short stature as ‘disability’, as 

audience members were suddenly forced to navigate a world not built for them, which 

highlighted their own statistically ‘normal’ stature as abnormally out of place.
47

 

Paradoxically, however, this was also a space of biometric investigation of short-statured 

people, whose ‘disability’ was assumed to be principally located not in the social structures 

of normate society, but in the bodies of the performers themselves. 

 Eugenics Record Office fieldworkers, working in conjunction with the Harvard 

Anthropometric Laboratory, also had an exhibit at the Chicago World’s Fair, and measured 

and made anthropometric photographs of most of the nearly 100 Little People working at the 

midget village.
48

 The extant biometric data sheet for Buddie Thompson reveals an extremely 

close physical examination, similar in many ways, yet noticeably less invasive, than the 

examination of Engelbach’s short-statured patients.
49

 Designed as an efficient tool for 

recording physical and mental ‘traits’ assumed to be hereditary, these went beyond recording 

height and weight to include such seemingly obscure details as Thompson’s right-

handedness, the circumference of his head, the shape and size of the bridge of his nose 

(profile: ‘concave’, nasal bridge: ‘small’), his eye colour and ‘medium body build’. 

Thompson’s ‘midget schedule’ also had a section for ‘Mental and Temperamental Qualities’ 

which was left blank, as it was for the majority of the performers, and also outlined the 
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ethnic-racial ancestry of his father, mother and grandparents.
50

 Thompson’s participation 

appears to have been voluntary, and publicity images from the Harvard Anthropometric 

Laboratory exhibit emphasised ‘cooperation’ in their positive depictions of the Little People 

working with their scientists.
51

 However, evidence from the Eugenic Record Office files 

shows that not all Little People took kindly to these biometric intrusions and some refused to 

participate. On July 12, 1934, Dr C.W. Dupertuis (of the Harvard Anthropometric 

Laboratory) informed Harry Laughlin, then head of the ERO, that they were having some 

trouble gaining consent from twenty of the midgets. Dupertuis revealed that they he was 

trying to get the manager of the midget village, showman Nate Eagle, to help persuade them, 

and had also organised for the manufacture of an extra copy of each anthropometric picture to 

be used as an additional incentive to submit to measurement.
52

  In another letter the following 

day from Thomas Hardwick (also of the Harvard Anthropometric Laboratory) to Harry 

Laughlin, Hardwick noted that they were still having trouble: 

‘To date we have measured every midget that would consent to be measured, and 

tomorrow morning we are giving Mr. Eagle the list of those who are unwilling to be 

catalogued. If he cannot induce them to be measured, Dr DuPertius [sic] says that we 
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will have to be content with what we have. That is, the remaining ones are those who 

are somewhat stubborn about it.’
53

 

 

Anne Maxwell has rightly emphasised that as performers the Little People of the Midget 

Village were used to being photographed, but typically on their own terms.
54

 The duel-

functioning performative and biometric study spaces of the Chicago Midget Village, located 

alongside the World’s Fair’s old-Europe styled ethnic villages, therefore signified how 

biomedicine narrowed options for self-representation. 

Ultimately we cannot be certain of what Thompson thought of his experiences with 

ERO fieldworkers in 1934. In his memoir, Thompson did not mention his experiences with 

the ERO fieldworkers, but as a qualified botanist he clearly held an interest in the creation of 

scientific knowledge, and may have seen this as an opportunity to dispel some of the popular 

myths about short statured people, as he did for large parts of his 1936 text. However, 

Thompson did claim solidarity with his fellow Little People performers through 

understanding and presenting as reasonable their resistance to medical and scientific 

examination. He bemoaned the woeful state of physician’s medical knowledge and 

acknowledged the need for endocrine specialists to make a ‘more close study of midgets’, 

while he simultaneously emphasised the understandable level of resistance from midgets 

treated too often by medicos as mere ‘human guinea pigs’.
55

 Thompson also drew attention to 

the damaging role physicians often played in the early lives of many Little People, 

particularly through misdiagnosis and misleading promises of cure which functioned only to 

mask self-serving motivations of experimental research.
56

 His experiences with the ERO, and 

his ambivalence towards medical research spoke to the risks of a Faustian bargain between 

correcting misinformation while risking the creation of newly coercive medical knowledge. 
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Thompson’s answer to the disempowered relationship between patient and physician or 

medical researcher was to counter the medical gaze in two main ways: by rejecting endocrine 

treatments for proportionally-bodied Little People, and by reworking the classification of 

‘midget types’ within the still fluid glandular model of the endocrine system so as to privilege 

the position of most proportionally bodied show midgets. 

 

4.5. Rejecting Endocrine Visions 

In As I Know Them, Buddie Thompson employed limits on glandular visions by pointing out 

what was really possible in terms of endocrinic intervention, and contrasting these meagre 

treatments with the benefits of show life and perspectives. At one point in the text he 

reconstructs a ‘typical’ exchange between parents concerned that their child is developing 

‘midgetism’ and a physician they have consulted. He proposes endocrine treatments to 

stimulate the child’s growth, emphasising that it is best to start as soon as possible: 

 Parents: ‘How young?’ 

Physician: ‘Oh, as soon as they show symptoms of midgetism, which is from five to 

seven, isn’t it?’ 

Parents: ‘Yes, but at that age, Doctor, we can’t be sure that they’re certain to be 

midgets. They might be undersized temporarily and grow out of it.’ 

Physician: ‘True enough, but it might not hurt to try, anyway.’ 

Parents: ‘Doctor, don’t you think it unsafe to give endocrine injections to a child so 

young? You know the power of those extracts is questionable. Then, at that age their 

case isn’t very well established. We don’t know whether they’re thyroid, pituitary, 

infantile or just what their case is to be.’
57

 

 

The physician then suggests they begin treatment later, when the child has reached 

adolescence, by which time their case will be ‘pretty well established’, only to concede that 

starting treatment so late would only yield a ‘few inches’ of extra growth. The parents openly 

question the doctor by asking him to explain what value this would be for a ‘midget’. 

‘And he can’t. He has woven his own web and entangled himself in it. He sees his 

folly when you point out to him the fact that a few inches increase in height only 
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reduces a midget’s value as an attraction, a sure means of livelihood… Endocrine 

treatments he has taken have given him only damage in return for the pains he took’ 
58

 

 

Thompson used practical reasoning and sound logic to force the physician to see things from 

the Little Person’s point of view. ‘Glandular visions’ of human enhancement were countered 

with the reality of what endocrine science actually offered short statured people in the 1930s 

– perhaps a few inches in height, which is not enough for a short statured person to live a 

‘normal’ life free of social stigma, but, Thompson urges, only undercuts their opportunity to 

make a living as a performer. The physician has been placed in a disempowered position 

relative to the Little Person and his family, with the parents even evincing a superior 

knowledge in the field of endocrinology, as well as a less blasé approach to the dangers of 

experimental treatments. 

 Yet Thompson did not only question the ability of the medical community and the 

endocrinologist to ‘cure’ Little People of their short stature, but also the premise of such 

treatment as necessary in order to lead a well-adjusted life. He explicitly defended the able-

bodiedness of midgets in both ‘the four foot class’, and the ‘three foot class’, by emphasising 

that the former can walk through crowded streets, carry their luggage, catch cabs and buses, 

drive cars just as easily as ‘normal-sized’ people, while the latter face more pronounced 

physical difficulties but easily command a much higher salary as performers, which allows 

them to hire assistance when required.
59

 Ineffective, even dangerous, medical intervention 

was reconfigured as threatening to a little person’s unique ability to earn a living through 

bodily performance. 

 In fact, Thompson went further to challenge widespread assumptions about self-

exhibition of bodily difference as a negative employment, the only alternative to desperate 

poverty. Instead he emphasised show exhibition as a positive career choice, amongst several 
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other employment options for Little People. Furthermore, Thompson drew attention to other 

incentives which fuel the show career as a desirable employment option by citing the glamour 

of the stage, opportunities for travel, and the close-knit community of the travelling show.
60

 

Midgets are more than capable of finding employment as watchmakers, salesmen in 

numerous areas, as cashiers or accountants, according to Thompson. They often choose to 

exhibit themselves because, unlike many trades and professions, one learns on the job while 

earning an income. While many show acts might take years to perfect, developing a talent for 

acrobatics, dancing, or the mastery of a musical instrument is possible while still performing 

more basic acts.
61

 By this account, short stature is less an employment liability than what 

Thompson described as an ‘ace in the hole’, nearly guaranteed work employment option for 

Little People to fall back on should they try and seek higher paid employment: 

‘A little person may well be trained as a technician where he can command wages 

beyond what a show midget would dream of. That is good as long as he has a job, but 

let him lose his job and the show business is a ready “ace in the hole”. It may well be 

likened to a living Hercules drawing the highest salary as an architect or an executive. 

When he loses his job he is always certain of some job requiring physical strength if 

nothing else.’
62

 

 

Far from being a disability whose exhibition functions as a ‘last resort’ option akin to 

begging, Thompson compared short stature to the masculine ideal of Herculean super 

strength for its promise of basic employment if nothing else. Thompson was clearly 

intervening in everyday associations of size, disability, poverty, and powerlessness, with a 

little bit of tongue-in-cheek showmanship. He argued that real economic advantages were 

located in the bodily condition of ‘midgetism’, advantages which ‘medical treatment’ served 

only to threaten. 

As I Know Them also moved beyond opposing endocrine treatments for Little People 

by seeming to question the very appropriateness of medical gaze, and in particular its sexual 
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voyeurism. While realising a discussion of ‘midget anatomy’ could not be avoided altogether, 

due to the curiosity of John Public, Thompson placed key limits on how medical-anatomical 

gaze could function in his text in important ways.
63

 A clear difference separated Thompson’s 

unwillingness to detail the private sexual lives of Little People and the more intimate 

particularities of ‘midget anatomy’, as opposed to the biomedical gaze which, for example, 

rendered the nine-year old body of ‘J.M.’ naked and exposed.
64

 Thompson refused to discuss 

the ‘physical possibilities’ of marriage and having children between a Little Person and an 

‘ordinary’ person, and chose to align himself with an ‘insider’ perspective on the world of 

Little People which privileged discretion over exposed docility.
65

   

 

4.6. Thompson’s Own Glandular Midget Hierarchy 

Challenging the opinions of physicians and assumptions about employment opportunities that 

supported arguments for medical intervention was one means of politically resisting a 

medical gaze, but Thompson also resisted the pathologisation of Little People through 

solidarity with the community of short statured show performers. That solidarity was mapped 

onto his own interpretation of the endocrine system. By presenting himself as a privileged 

authority on both the endocrine system and the show world of Little People, Thompson 

neatly connected the community of performers he claimed to represent to a particular 

category of ‘midgetism’, linked to pituitary function, as opposed to the thyroid.
66

 For 

                                                           
63

 Thompson, As I Know Them, 101. 
64

 This difference also separated Thompson’s text from popular accounts of ‘midget lives’, as explored further in 

the following examination of Bodin and Hershey’s sensationalist text. 
65

 Thompson, As I Know Them, 115-16. 
66

 Thompson repeatedly presented himself as an authority on the endocrine system. One notable way in which  

he did this was through critiquing a text book in biology he had uncovered in a high school in a small mid-

western town. Thompson noted that he immediately recognised the ‘giant’ and the ‘midget’ pictured on the 

cover, and thereby evoked his superior knowledge not only of human biology but of personal familiarity with 

two of the subjects discussed in the text. Furthermore, Thompson took issue with the textbook’s assumption that 

all ‘midgets’ were cretins, and was clearly aggravated at the likely prospect that students would make this same 

false interpretation. Finally, Thompson also emphasised the level of speculation even within medical circles as a 

way to bolster his own scientific authority in eyes of the reader, as he drew attention to the numerous mysteries 

surrounding the function of different glands as key evidence that we should be less willing to accept claims by 

some medical men for the supposed power of endocrine treatments. Thompson, As I Know Them, 45-46, 106-08. 



220 
 

Thompson, ‘Pituitary midgets’ represented both the apex of the show midget world and were 

more representative of ‘midgets’ in general. He relegated so-called ‘Thyroid midgets’, 

‘Cretins’ and ‘dwarfs’ to a lower place in this hierarchy, as they critically undercut 

Thompson’s resistance to medical intervention and Little Person respectability. 

‘Pituitary midgets’, a category within which Thompson placed himself, appeared to be the 

category of ‘midgetism’ to which Thompson refers even when he uses the term ‘midget’. He 

claimed that the pituitary is the gland most often responsible in the case of midgets, and his 

assertion that ‘we have a right to speak in retaliation’ to popular and scientific 

misrepresentations of Little People, should be read specifically as a claim represent the 

specific case of ‘pituitary midgets’, who are regarded as representative of the Little Person 

show community as a whole.
67

  Thompson often switched between talking in general about 

the ‘midget’ and his ‘typical’ or representative experience (whether it is at the hands of 

physicians, experiences at school and/or growing up), but specifically differentiated from this 

usual ‘midget’ experience when he referred to ‘infantile’ or ‘thyroid’ classes of midgetism, or 

when talking about the experiences of non-proportionally bodied Little People, or ‘dwarfs’.
68

 

When Thompson forcefully pronounced ‘we have a right to speak in retaliation’, it was clear 

that the ‘we’ did not include those people with dwarfism he classified as ‘infantile’, ‘thyroid’, 

or non-propotionally bodied ‘dwarfs’. For Thompson, the representative ‘midget’ of the show 

world – whom was also, tellingly, masculine - undergoes a difficult childhood starting with 

his cease in growth from a few years of age, progressing to his gradual realisation of his own 

physical difference. Upon reaching adolescence he finds puberty develops later than in the 

case of his friends and the midget feels ‘behind time’ in general development, before finally 

reaching puberty in their late teens.
69
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Importantly however, Thompson emphasised that this representative ‘midget’ experience 

does not include a delayed mental development. The ‘intelligence quotient’ is about as high 

as it should be for the age of the midget in question, Thompson argued, should the cause of 

their ‘midgetism’ be the pituitary gland. ‘Cretins’, on the other hand, according to Thompson, 

‘have little or no more mind than a child’, due to a malfunctioning thyroid, rather than 

pituitary gland. The ‘cretin’, might well suffer from other endocrine ailments, but the thyroid 

is chiefly responsible for their failure to ever reach puberty, as well as for having what he 

called a ‘sluggish’ mind, often ‘childish, but never normal.’ Most importantly, Thompson 

maintained that such mentally and sexually undeveloped Little People are almost never used 

in the amusement world. The few who were, have been trained by the ‘conniving showman’ 

to resemble the pituitary midget, but ‘betray themselves’ upon close observation in their 

private lives. Thompson claimed that such ‘cretins’ are ‘born imitators’ who derived great 

pleasure from being able to wear adult clothes, makeup, to dance and sing through a purely 

childlike talent for imitation. Just as a ‘ten-year-old boy puts on his father’s hat and trousers’, 

or a ‘monkey wears a hat and spectacles’, Thompson claimed that these unfortunate Little 

People were not truly part of the midget show world and community, but imposters trained by 

unscrupulous showmen.
70

  Such racialized and gendered descriptions of child and ape-like 

imitation without comprehension allow Thompson to effectively make distinct classifications 

not only between ‘midgets’ and ‘dwarfs’, but within the ‘midget’ category itself.
71

 Tellingly, 

he believed that these kinds of show performers were readily identifiable in show parlance as 

‘thyroid midgets’, a term which Thompson claims is ‘not incorrect’, suggesting 
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simultaneously that such Little People are readily identifiable by and distinguished from the 

vast majority of short statured performers.
72

  

By denying ‘cretins’ the solidarity with the short statured performer community that he 

claimed to speak for, Thompson similarly denied them security from invasive and 

experimental endocrine intervention.
73

 Given that the ‘thyroid is the known offender’, rather 

than the more complex pituitary gland with its several overlapping functions, he says that 

endocrine ‘treatments’ can be more specific and effective: 

‘Soon the mind improves and the body takes on shape and tone. Some growth is 

induced and although here again it is doubtful whether the patient can be made into a 

normal-sized person, yet the treatment for this particular case does more good than 

harm.’
74

 

 

He justified treatment on the grounds that, unlike the majority of ‘pituitary’ midgets, who are 

complex and fully-developed individuals with the same feelings and emotions as ‘big 

people’, whose glandular condition is harder to identify and bears a less disabling impact 

upon their lives, ‘thyroid midgets’ have less to lose as subjects for scientific experimentation.  

The average show midget, by contrast, Thompson depicted as not suffering from a lack of 

mental and sexual development. Thompson stopped short of denying that this was always the 

case, yet again distanced the exceptions from the midget show world community: 

‘The author has known midgets who reached puberty at a slightly later age than 

normal boys, developed then as well as any six-foot men, but retained the mental 

characteristics of a child. Such midgets, of course, never become prominent in the 

show world. On the other hand, the author knows midgets who developed 

wonderfully in mind, but not in virility. In some cases it is impossible to tell the 
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difference between the two and there is no one earmark, although many people think 

otherwise.’
75

 

 

Indeed, while Thompson is keen to emphasise pituitary show midgets rarely lack mental 

development, he does assign the three lobes of the pituitary gland three separate functions in 

governing sex development, growth, and mentality, which somewhat paradoxically seems to 

suggest that this gland’s malfunction might in fact link together pathologies in growth, sexual 

function and mental capacity. Yet such a conceptualisation also gave Thompson the 

opportunity to emphasise the limits of current knowledge of the endocrine system. He 

insisted that treatment was incredibly risky and that readers must be suspicious of physicians’ 

and medical researchers’ claims to have isolated certain pituitary extracts, and to be able to 

predict how they might affect an experimental patient. The ‘thyroid midget’, whose case was 

supposedly ‘easier to explain’, was not given this same advantage.
 76

 

Yet, for all the new opportunities that the endocrine system seemed to offer for the 

expansion of eugenic projects in human and social enhancement and control, the glandular 

body was still interpreted in multiple ways, by physicians, popular journalists, and Little 

People alike, with various material consequences. In the early twentieth century, 

endocrinologists such as Louis Berman argued for both the ‘correction’ of ‘endocrinal 

defects’ in undesirable ‘criminal’ populations, as well as for the ‘enhancement’ of ‘Ideal 

Normal’ human traits through glandular intervention, while popular journalists like Bodin 

and Hershey furthered associations of glandular dysfunction with criminality, sexual 

aberrance and moral questionability by distributing them to wide audiences through the 

media.
77

 Additionally, even Buddie Thompson accepted a glandular medical cause for 

‘midgetism’, but his glandular vision nonetheless preserved and was balanced by the interests 
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of most of his fellow showmen - the vast majority of whom he classified as a specific kind of 

‘midget’.  

In contrast to the offensive journalists’ account, Thompson refused to equate glandular 

pathology in general with criminality. By positing an admittedly problematic 

endocrinological schematic for the different classifications of ‘midget types’, As I Know 

Them sacrificed a claim to more widespread solidarity and representation of all Little People, 

in favour of one which represented the perspectives of proportionate little showmen and 

women while pushing down upon those with visible signs of ‘deformity’ or mental as well as 

sexual pathology.  By preserving for himself a privileged position as knowledgeable authority 

on different classifications of midgetism, and qualifying his claim for little-show-person 

respectability, Thompson explicitly rejected Bodin and Hershey’s assertions that: 

‘All the above glands are linked together in a chain, called the endocrine chain, the 

proper functioning of the entire endocrine system depending upon the proper 

functioning of any one of the glands… Physical and mental development, consistent 

with the age of the individual, is dependent largely upon the harmonious actions of 

the entire chain.’
78

 

For Thompson, the prospect of an ‘endocrine chain’ was not one of linking together 

‘glandular brothers and sisters’, but an oppressive and coercive binding to the stigmatising 

figures of the mentally undeveloped ‘cretin’, the ‘deformity’ of the dwarf, and sexually pre-

pubescent ‘infantile’ type midget. 

Thompson’s glandular conceptualisation did not extend to a sacralised advocacy of 

medical intervention. He employed the glandular model only to show clear medical cause for 

physical smallness, as well as to carefully separate the ‘true midget’ or ’pituitary midget’ 

from certain classifications of other types of dwarfism (for example, the ‘dwarf’, ‘cretin’, and 

‘infantile midget’). The importance of this was to separate the physical condition of statutory 

smallness from any kind of mental/sexual abnormality – at least in the case of the 

proportionally bodied show ‘midgets’ whom he included within his somewhat limited model 
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of Little Person solidarity. In other words, Thompson refused to evoke a simplistically 

reductive conceptualisation of the glandular body, that lumped together numerous supposedly 

‘dysgenic’ traits. 

 Interestingly though, Buddie Thompson did not resort to the endocrine system to 

make his most critical distinction between ‘types’ of Little People – that of separating 

proportionally-bodied ‘midgets’ (‘pituitary’, ‘thyroid’, or otherwise) from the 

disproportionate or even ‘grotesque’ bodies of ‘dwarfs’. This was a distinction which 

Thompson chastised the medical community specifically, as well as more popular 

perspectives, for all too often failing to make.
79

 Presumably Thompson believed the 

differences between these two main categories of Little People to be so readily apparent as to 

not require discussion within the context of the interior glandular body. Instead Thompson 

continually presented ‘dwarf’ bodies in terms of outwardly apparent physical attributes, as 

having ‘pear-shaped’ skulls, ‘unbelievably short’ thigh bones, or the appearance of an 

‘enlarged buttocks and a crooked spine’, and even as carrying their arms ‘winged out’ when 

walking.
80

 Thompson characterised disproportional and supposedly ‘deformed’ dwarf bodies 

as susceptible to baldness, heart trouble, grey hair, and a coarse voice, aligning them with 

notions of sickness, grotesqueness, and even aging. ‘Midgets’, however, are described as not 

only proportional and aesthetically beautiful, but are amazingly ‘youthful’ in their 

appearance. Thompson’s distinction was even self-supporting in its circular logic when he 

maintained that any midget who did happen to possess such age-related maladies was in fact 

‘dwarfish in some characteristics’ and ‘not the true type of midget.’
81

 

 Both in physical descriptions and through the many anecdotal stories featuring 

‘dwarfs’, Thompson also racialized this section of the little person community, thus further 

distinguishing them from the proportional ‘pituitary midgets’ he claimed to represent. Not 
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only did he describe these others as physically distinctive in their disproportionate biology, 

but Thompson directly compares the ‘dwarf’ to a racially hybrid figure: 

‘Here arises a little problem in the “small world” itself. As the mulatto can be claimed 

by neither the white nor the black race, so the dwarf cannot be claimed by the midgets 

or by the larger people.’
82

 

 

Their ‘clumsy appearance and bearing’ serve to keep them from associating with people of 

their own height and therefore increased their supposed social isolation. Thompson noted that 

while there is usually a scattering of dwarfs within a group of midgets, they often try to make 

themselves as inconspicuous as possible, and have certain ‘complexes’ over their own bodily 

condition which often prevents them from keeping company even with other ‘dwarfs’.
83

  

Thompson’s descriptions of ‘self-isolation’ however, should be judged critically, given 

the fact that nearly every ‘dwarf’ who appeared in his anecdotal descriptions of Little Person 

show life, was African American, and presented as engaged in racially caricatured behaviour. 

Thompson described two ‘colored dwarfs’ at one point in the text fighting over a bottle of 

bourbon.
84

 In another instance he described a show travelling through the mid-west, 

whereupon one performer challenged a roustabout over his eratic driving. As the roustabout 

disputed the accusation, a ‘colored dwarf’ sticks his head out of the window, ‘corking his 

bottle as he did so’. Thompson noted that this ‘American-born jungle boy’ often performed as 

an ‘African pygmy’ and fire-eater, and that he decided to enter the fray by ‘calling some of 

his primitive characteristics to the fore’, baring his teeth and producing ‘the instrument of 

defense that the colored race knows how to use best’ – presumably a reference to a straight 

razor of popular racial caricature.
85

 Just as cretins had been associated with racialized 

narratives of childlike behaviour and enslaved dependency by less scrupulous showmen, 

Thompson conflated African American dwarf performers with the ‘savages’ they played on 
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stage. He therefore used racial stereotypes as a way of more strictly delineating the 

boundaries between the mentally and sexually fully developed ‘midgets’, as opposed to both 

their ‘thyroid’ dysfunctional, or bodily disproportionate fellow little performers.
86

 His 

glandular and anatomical models of the bodies of Little People did confer a very real space 

for agency and resistance against the subjectification of medical gaze, but it was a white, 

heterosexual, subject position that reinforced other stigmatising hierarchies of vision and 

power, grounded in biological differences between different ‘types’ of midgets, of whom 

only ‘pituitary midgets’ truly represented the majority of short statured show people. 

 

4.7. Thompson and Returning the Gaze of Popular Culture 

This chapter has so far examined how Buddie Thompson’s As I Know Them challenged the 

scientific medical gaze of endocrinology by questioning the benefits of glandular treatment 

and reinterpreting glandular models to fit the perspectives of select short statured performers. 

Yet this unique text also confronted popular narratives concerning the lives of Little People, 

popular conceptualisations informed by medical and scientific discourses. For instance, 

Thompson prefaced his chapter on the ‘Anatomy of the Midget’, by rejecting not just 

perverse medical interest in the intimate lives and bodies of Little People, but by explicitly 

confronting an unnamed, but well-known popular ‘exposé’ on the ‘world of midgets’: 

‘However, I will discuss the flesh-and-blood makeup of little people as briefly as 

possible. Aside from avoiding technical terms I think there are also other reasons for 

treating this subject with brevity. One author of a book on midgets elaborated on it so 

much as to spend two chapters that way. He left practically nothing untold. Much of 

what he told was only up to speculation and was far from basic fact. One of these 

chapters was too obscene for publication. Mere frankness in discussing anatomy was 

not the limit. Thrown in with gruesome stories of cases which had little to do with the 

discussion and peppered with jokes of a College Humor flavor it is mild to say that it 

was infuriating to the little people. Every little person who read that book had a right 

to become enraged over that chapter if over no other. Worst of all, many of the people 
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we have entertained have read that book, taking it for truth and telling us how 

wonderful they thought some of the chapters. We have a right to speak in 

retaliation.’
87

 

 

Buddie Thompson was almost certainly referring to the aforementioned popular text It’s A 

Small World: All About Midgets, by journalists Walter Bodin and Burnet Hershey, even if he 

attributed the book to a single unnamed author.
88

 His critiques of this text appear repeatedly 

throughout As I Know Them, and it is clear that he wrote his ‘memoir’ at least partly in 

rebuttal to this misleading popular portrayal. I will analyse Thompson’s critiques of Bodin 

and Hershey’s text as one of two ways in which he resisted the ‘popular gaze’ that attempted 

to render Little People as child-like, dependent and egotistical, before examining his second 

more indirect method of popular ‘return gaze’. These stood alongside the two resistant 

strategies Thompson had employed specifically against ‘medical gaze’, analysed earlier in 

this chapter. 

 

4.8. Psycho-Sexual Pathology: Challenging Bodin and Hershey’s 

‘compensatory drives’  

Popular understandings of lives of Little People were multiple and contradictory in the 1930s. 

They encompassed not only sensational interpretations of scientific ideas regarding the 

internal glands and their function, but an association with mythological fairy-tale kingdoms, 

child-like personalities and behaviours, as well as popular fantasies of sexual and 

psychological pathologies driven by supposedly ‘compensatory’ desires and rooted in their 

physical condition of short stature. All of these elements were present in Bodin and 

Hershey’s text. 
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 Early on in their book, the two journalists reveal just how entrenched glandular 

conceptualisations of the body were within the popular understanding of Little People in the 

1930s:
89

 

‘This brief summary makes it patent that we are all glandular brothers and sisters 

under the skin. The fat slattern of the slums, the bawd of the city streets, the debutante 

from Park avenue – all are physical heritors of a common gland ancestry. The high-

powered lover and the oaf who gulps make-man pills are the product of their glands. 

Defective children and pre-senile roués, oversexed women and women as 

unresponsive as a stick of wood; the bearded lady of the circus and the professional 

beauty of the stage; the too-lady-like man and the too-manly woman; the exemplary 

citizen and the habitual drunkard or criminal – all owe their vagaries, in varying 

degrees, to their glands.’
90

 

 

Such a description bore key similarities with eugenic ideas which located both pathology and 

desirable elements within interior, ‘hidden’ processes – either ‘traits’ or ‘internal secretions’ 

– inside the body. Yet Bodin and Hershey also seem to express a certain anxiety over the 

seemingly impossibility of locating lineage of ‘good’ and ‘dysgenic stock’ due to humanity’s 

‘common gland ancestry’. Since one is not ‘born’ a midget, but develops ‘midgetism’ slowly 

but steadily during early childhood as a result of hidden glandular dysfunction, hereditarian 

charts and the eugenic traits of one’s ancestors seem to offer less certain guides to the 

development of bodies. 

Yet, just as endocrinology had bled into popular culture, so too had other scientific ideas 

been consumed and reinterpreted alongside the function of internal secretion. Since Freud’s 

1909 American lecture tour, psychoanalysis had gained in influence both in scientific and 

popular circles.
91

 Although psychoanalysis did not reach its true height in popularity until the 

1940s and 1950s, contemporaries directly compared the popular influence of endocrinology 
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to psychoanalysis as early as the 1920s.
92

 Bodin and Hershey, indeed, wedded both glandular 

conceptualisations but also popular interpretations of psychoanalysis into their account of 

‘midgetism’, as a pathology which tied mental aberrance to hormonal malfunction. 

These attempts to understand Little Peoples’ otherness as bodily pathology were 

consistent with the broader cultural decline of the freak show, and the pathologisation of 

extraordinary bodies in general. Multiple styles and kinds of freak show performance were 

being reinterpreted culturally according to new classifications of pathology, and were 

consciously drawn upon during this process. For instance, the popular science magazine 

Illustrated World ran an article in 1922 entitled ‘Side Show Freaks as Seen by Science’, 

which explicitly confronted several different ‘types’ of freak show performers.
93

 Giants and 

dwarfs were depicted as the result of ‘abnormal activity’ by pituitary glands, while a 

dysfunctional thyroid was credited with being the true explanation for the ‘excessive obesity 

of the fat woman and the excessive leanness of the skeletal man.’ Importantly, the author 

depicted freak show performers in mercenary terms as craftily profiting from medical 

conditions they could easily choose to cure, but prefer the ‘easy living’ of sideshow life: 

‘For instance, a circus living skeleton -- one of the popular side-show freaks -- is a 

case of excessive thyroidism, the physical condition being aggravated by active 

exercise which helps to keep down weight, and by non-fattening food. The condition 

could be remedied, but the human skeleton as a box-office attraction would be 

finished, and his easy medium to a livelihood would be done away with.’
94

 

 

However, this representation of freaks as less glandular victims so much as glandular 

manipulators was unique in the level of agency it conferred upon those with extraordinary 

bodies. Bodin and Hershey’s more typical depiction of Little People as ‘victims of their 

glands’, carried with it associations of mental and sexual pathology that were particularly 

                                                           
92

 E.E. Slosson, ‘From Complexes to Glands’, Scientific Monthly, 1922, 15, quoted in Julia Ellen Rechter, ""The 

Glands of Destiny": A History of Popular, Medical and Scientific Views of the Sex Hormones in 1920s 

America" (Ph.D Thesis, University of California, 1997)., 5; Nordlund, ‘Endocrinology and Expectations in 

1930s America’, 90-91; John Burnham, ed. After Freud Left, 1-6. 
93

 Gilliams, ‘Side Show Freaks as Seen by Science’, 1922 
94

 Gilliams, ‘Side Show Freaks as Seen by Science’, 1922, 213-15. 



231 
 

marginalising.
95

 Resonating with eugenic groupings of mental, moral and criminal pathology 

together under categories such as ‘feeble-minded’, the journalists presented male midgets 

especially as not simply victims of a medical disorder, but as blatantly pathological in their 

personality. 

 It’s a Small World presented a psychological-biological argument that Little People 

were forced to engage in ‘ego building’ as a survival mechanism in a world filled with 

potential danger and humiliation. When combined with their stress on the effects of the 

‘endocrine chain’ upon mental development, Bodin and Hershey’s emphasis on the unique 

challenges of mental adjustment for Little People was consistent with mainstream scientific 

attempts to combine psychoanalysis and glandular models of pathology.
96

 In fact, Harvey 

Cushing, a key figure in the development of the field of endocrinology, suggested that the 

‘various neuroses (nerve diseases) and asthenias (loss of strength) may result primarily as the 

result of some disturbance of internal secretion which paves the way for the dreams, 

symbolisms and other manifestations dissected by the psycho-analyst.’
97

 By combining these 

two distinct explanations for midget mentality, Bodin and Hershey not only expanded the 

appeal of their text from the popular markets of endocrinology to those of popular 

psychology, but at the same time solidified the glandular model’s links between mental, 

physical and moral pathology.
98

 

Ego-building was presented as a necessary and painstaking exercise in psychological 

adjustment, the only possible way to overcoming ‘bundle of inferiority complexes’. For 

Bodin and Hershey, the midget ‘builds about himself a high wall of ego, as a mason carefully 

builds a wall’ until this comes to him so second-naturedly that the midget ‘overcompensates 
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himself’.
99

 In Bodin and Hershey’s telling, these ‘over-compenstory drives’ diverge along 

gender lines. ‘Midget’ men, they suggest, compensate for their height by attempting (with 

remarkable success) to conquer tall women, while ‘midget’ women build their egos through 

excessive vanity and sexualisation. While little women supposedly often misread the 

affections of normal sized men as sexual, little men more actively exploit normal-sized 

women’s sexual curiosity. In both situations, Bodin and Hershey suggest, feelings of 

helplessness and social alienation are avoided.
100

 Furthermore, Bodin and Hershey’s 

psychoanalytical account of the sexual drives of Little People is also bolstered by a glandular 

argument that the pituitary gland produces both growth and sex hormones, and hence its 

dysfunction explains midget ‘sex eccentricities’ as well as short stature.
101

 

Despite Bodin and Hershey’s assertions over how midget sexual pathology manifests 

itself along gender lines, male midgets make up greater part of their narrative and are clearly 

the central focus of the text. The opening chapter consists of a vignette of a day in the life of 

‘Tom’, a male midget whose experiences are depicted as representative of Little People as a 

whole. In their telling, Tom’s ‘overcompensatory drives’ are expressed fundamentally 

through the maintenance of an almost comical façade of masculinity – a masculine façade 

whose necessity is taken away only when Tom, at the end of the vignette, is able to feel at 

home ‘among his people’ with other small statured entertainers he comes across.
102

 The 

reader is constantly hit with juxtaposed images of Tom’s self-fashioned and outwardly 

portrayed ego, versus his own inner insecurities, fears and struggles in everyday life. Tom 

struggles to perform everyday tasks like shaving himself or taking a bath and even risks 

mortal danger as he does so. Nonetheless, he fantasises about tall women just moments 

before expressing an inward dread of having to spend another night alone, without someone 
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to help him with the simplest of tasks. His sexual desire is thereby contrasted with his 

supposed need for an attentive mother, rather than a tall bombshell.  

At other moments, Tom’s masculine pose is expressed by his flirting with and even 

smacking the behind of a waitress at a local cafѐ as he leaves her a large tip. Yet only 

moments before he had crossed the street in terror at the prospect of large gusts of wind, or 

crowds of people trampling him without notice. During drinks with friends later in the day, 

Tom spends lavishly on highballs for his short statured friends while he boasts about a 

recently won contract.
103

 Their conversation quickly turns to anxious gossip about other Little 

People who have suddenly increased in height in later age, putting their performative careers 

and livelihoods at risk.
104

 Compensatory sexual desires, masculine public rituals of drinking 

and boasts of public commercial success are therefore subsumed within larger narrative of 

psychological pathology. Bodin and Hershey thus portray Tom’s refusal to accept his 

physical condition by furnishing apartment to his size and being able to live more safely and 

practically, and his lack of modesty in the company of others. Even his financial success is 

rendered as an expression of interior pathology.
105

  

For Bodin and Hershey, sexual and mental pathology were tied together through the 

specific biological development of midgets, namely, through their delayed sexual maturity. In 

their assessment, adolescence is the most critical period of mental and psychological 

adjustment, since a ‘midget’ finds himself suddenly out of place with his friends during their 

onset of puberty. The first necessary manifestations of ego-building arise as the little person 

‘patterns after them in outward behavior’, without having any ‘real’ biological need to do 
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so.
106

 A seemingly inevitable period of mental and psychological adjustment takes place, 

during which the midget develops his necessary compensatory personality traits – vanity, 

strutting, boasting – all traits for which, the journalists claimed, we should forgive the midget 

for as they are simply ‘manifestations of that ego which they must acquire if they are to 

survive decently.’
107

  

While, as we have seen, Thompson placed important limits on glandular concepts in his 

return gaze to medical authorities, he instead chose to flatly reject Bodin and Hershey’s 

popular psychoanalysis. He opposed their characterisations of mental and moral pathology 

almost point by point. Against the charge that Little People dangerously refused to fill their 

homes with ‘appropriately-sized’ implements and furnishings so as to simply preserve their 

own egos, Thompson emphasised that they had long learned to deal with such difficulties, 

having done so since childhood. These were hardly a cause for psychological anguish, and, 

moreover, he stressed the pointlessness of trying to keep one’s home proportionally sized 

when it was impossible to do so within broader society.
108

 Thompson also countered the 

singular model of psychological pathology by emphasising the variety of different 

personalities among the Little People he had ‘studied’: 

‘Thereafter I made a personality study of many midgets. I soon learned their likes 

and dislikes, their feelings and their reactions. Having made a basic study of the 

causes of midgetism I could generally see why some acted one way and some 

another. There are many kinds of midgets and in this first group I could see an 
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example of almost every kind I had studied about. Most interesting of all, I noticed 

that their general reactions were practically the same as mine.’
109

 

 

These different ‘kinds of midgets’ clearly involved some of the same problematic hierarchies 

that Thompson used to anatomically distinguish the specific or ‘typical’ pituitary type-

average-show-midget he claimed to represent from his sexually and mentally distinct others. 

However, in spite of the seemingly singular way in which Thompson talks about the midgets’ 

‘likes and dislikes, their feelings and reactions’, his text is full of various anecdotes and 

examples of Little People displaying a wide variety of different personalities.
110

 Thompson 

emphasised that amongst his fellow performers were those who were quick to anger, boastful, 

or flashy, as well as those who were very placid, humble, or reserved. He countered their 

reputation for tempers and conflict by pointing to the enormous variety of backgrounds and 

heterogeneity of Little People in age, education, national origin, experiences in show life, as 

well as rural or urban backgrounds.
111

 

 Importantly, the fact that Thompson chose not to employ any names throughout his 

text changed the nature and function of the countless anecdotes he told about other little 

showmen and women. The reason he gave for the omission of names in his text specifically 

referred to his desire not to displease or disappoint his fellow Little People companions.
112

 

This lack of identification however is a marked difference from the journalist Bodin and 
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Hershey’s lack of scruples in identifying by name those featured in countless, often offensive, 

stories of jealously, misplaced love, and conflict.
113

 Both Thompson’s text and the ‘outsider’ 

journalists’ account dealt in anecdotes which often featured Little People displaying the 

stereotyped traits of unreasonable anger or misplaced love, and thereby traded in a ‘humour’ 

that offset their child-like size and adult feelings.
114

 However, in Bodin and Hershey’s book 

such anecdotes openly denigrated specific midget performers, while Thompson’s discretion, 

as well as his general tone, gave such accounts an insider ‘nudge and a wink’ perspective.
115

 

These were also grouped with less stereotyped examples of little person behaviour. Indeed, as 

Thompson himself maintained in reference to such vignettes: ‘Although some of them are 

told for the mere humor which they contain, others, if studied, will illustrate the character of 

the participants.’
116

 

Thompson directly confronted the stories It’s A Small World proffered about 

specifically named midget performers as well. For example, Bodin and Hershey did not shy 

away from labelling a performer named Emma Stein as the ‘dominant “gold-digger” of the 

midget world’, a ‘betraying huntress’ for whom ‘femininity is a business’. According to the 

journalists, Stein employed her shrewd business sense through the exploitation of her 
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‘freakishness’ in order to achieve ‘sentimental victories.’ After a dozen years in American 

vaudeville she was reportedly able to return to Europe with three full trunk-loads of 

expensive gifts, despite being a ‘chubby girl’, with a ‘bulging neck, a globular torso and 

grotesque buttocks’, as well as crossed eyes, irregular features and ‘muddy’ skin.
117

 

 Buddie Thompson, while refusing to identify Stein by name, specifically objected to 

the way in which she was depicted by Bodin and Hershey. He noted how their ‘book of gross 

lies’ described a little lady who had enjoyed the attentions of various boyfriends while 

nonetheless keeping them at arm’s length as a ‘betraying huntress’ who profited from 

numerous gifts.
118

 According to Thompson, not only did all the gifts she was given fail to fill 

even one suitcase, but the reason for her refusal to take marriage seriously was actually due to 

a previous failed marriage. Her complex and very real emotional past was the true reason for 

her lack of commitment, not mercenary manipulation described in gendered terms. Even 

more tellingly, Thompson noted that the ‘gold-digger’ image was actually mere ‘acting’, that 

Stein cultivated the impression that she had a host of admirers, presumably as a performer 

strategy. It seems equally likely that such an image must have also functioned as a useful part 

of her vaudeville persona, an image which was surely more profitable than suitcases or 

‘trunk-loads’ of gifts could ever have been. For Thompson, Emma Stein served as a useful 

example of a little person whose ‘act’ was exaggerated or taken for the truth by her 

audience.
119
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4.9. Gazing at John Public: Average America as Subject of ‘Midget’ 

Performer Knowledge 

In addition to challenging popular accounts of midgets as sexually and psychologically 

pathological, or as reductively singular in their personalities, Thompson also deflected 

popular gaze away from the bodies of midgets and back onto their audience. ‘John Public’ in 

many ways functioned in As I Know Them as just as reductive and singular a figure as the 

‘compensatory midget’ in Bodin and Hershey’s book. Thompson’s entire text is bracketed by 

an emphasis on perspectives, from his conclusion’s assertion that the ‘trials and tribulations’ 

faced by Little People ‘do not look the same to us as they do to the larger people at all’, to the 

opening chapter’s claim that John Public as a rational figure is ‘the public as you know him 

but not as we know him’.
120

 By reorienting the hierarchy of vision between stigmatised short 

statured performer with readily apparent bodily difference and the unmarked, everyday or 

‘normal’ crowd, Thompson drew attention to Little People as insightful social observers and 

as purveyors of underground knowledge – conaissance, to use Henri Lefebvre’s terminology 

- about the people they entertained.
121

  

Thompson’s text dismantled the traditional image of John Public as the hard working, 

rational everyday American man looking to build a family, be a good citizen, to vote, who is 

knowledgeable without being overtly intellectual, that works in an office, and enjoys leisure 

with his family during the weekends – the quintessential early twentieth century figure of 

popular consumerism and the base unit of American democracy. Instead, Thompson claimed 

that John Public loses his reason when he sees a midget, that the sensible John Public is 

betrayed by his own irrational behaviours on the midway or at the carnival. Thompson 

bolstered his argument by pointing to the failure of shows which are instructional and honest, 

as opposed to the flourishing of shows with hints of sexual suggestion, gambling or other 
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vices offering relief from the restrictive tedium of middle class existence. In a reflection of 

both the declining cultural status of sideshow and carnival entertainments and stereotypes 

about fair-goers, Thompson also confirmed the claims of more recent scholarship when he 

asserted that the ‘age and position’ of people patronizing such shows ‘fits the description of 

John Public.’
122

 ‘Low culture’ or not, Thompson suggested that the midway attracted the 

average American citizen by appealing to his or her less-‘uplifting’ tastes and aspirations, 

their irrational desires and baser sentiments that were usually screened out of the image of 

John Public the voter and family man. 

In fact, according to Buddie Thompson, John Public was not only hypocritical in his 

ostensible condemnation of shows he actually enjoyed and consumed, he was positively 

ignorant and uneducated. These failings which were instantly visible to the little person 

performer: 

‘After a short conversation we can tell by one means or another of what they lack. What 

they do not see in the movies or hear over the radio they seem to know nothing about, 

no matter whether or not they can read or write. Of the daily newspapers they seem to 

have very little knowledge beyond the comics. In asking questions about our own cases 

they show a very meager knowledge of anatomy – of their own bodies. Then do you 

wonder when I say that John Public doesn’t always know enough to vote for the 

president or know what president he is voting for? Does it surprise you because I said 

that he doesn’t always know rheumatism from flea bites? After answering some of his 

questions concerning anatomy I would not be surprised at anything he doesn’t know.’
123

 

 

As both an educated individual with a keen interest in human biology, politics and current 

events, and as a self-appointed representative short statured performer in solidarity with his 

fellow entertainers, Thompson distinguished himself from the ill-informed and rudely 

inquisitive average American. He reversed the power dynamic, diagnosing John Public as 

literate or illiterate in Thompson’s text. It is the Little People who are knowledgeable of 

anatomy, who are subjected to questions and ill-informed assumptions about their own bodies 

by people who a lack a basic understanding of their own physiology. When Thompson and 
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his colleagues attempt to educate their audience, they are met with an almost impenetrable 

wall of popular misinformation and a slow-witted lack of comprehension: 

‘‘…the public does not hear half of what you say to them. Yes, they do hear it but it 

does not register on the brain. Perhaps they have some other question in mind or likely 

they can not absorb what is being said as fast as you are saying it. They do well to get 

one-third of it.’
124

 

 

As evidence of John Public’s dim-witted gullibility Thompson offered various 

recollections, one in which he was told, ‘without request’, by a show patron that ‘all little 

people come from Europe’, or even that ‘Lilliput’ is an actual country in eastern Europe. 

Thompson portrayed himself as an exasperated figure trying in vain to educate this person by 

informing them that Lilliputia is taken from Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, but 

ultimately he failed to be taken seriously. Such associations with Europe, children and fairy-

tale mythology had long been a standard trope in show presentations of Little People, 

including Thompson’s own performances at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1934. The Midget 

City at this ‘Century of Progress’ Fair, just like its predecessor at Dreamland from 1904 to 

1911, was modelled according to ‘Old Europe’ architectural styles.
125

 Situated alongside 

other ‘ethnic villages’, the midget village ‘united the midway freak show with the charm of 

an ethnic town’, and employed similar performative practices of providing live theatre shows, 

serving food in traditional restaurants, and selling souvenirs.
126

 Such associations with both 

Europe and fairy-tale mythology, as Thompson had no doubt discovered, were hard to break. 

Childishness was also a long-standing and enduring performance strategy, one which 

Samuel W. Gumpertz capitalized on in the press in the lead up to the opening of Dreamland’s 
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‘midget village.’
127

 As late as 1958, Nate Eagle, who had managed the midget village at the 

Chicago World’s Fair, was still using the stereotype of child-like dependence in the 

promotion of his long-running midget troupe. When interviewed by the New Yorker he 

depicted ‘his’ Little People as playing childish pranks, even though he taught them the skills 

needed to succeed in show business, as well as how to invest their earnings.
128

 While much of 

the article focused on Eagle’s cunning, if good-natured, deceptions of the American public, 

his care for Little People under his guidance was depicted as a ‘crystal-pure’ streak of 

genuine paternal affection.
129

 As the century progressed, and freak show exhibition became 

increasingly regarded as inappropriate and distasteful, the aesthetic beauty and 

proportionately of ‘midgets’, aided by such stereotypes of childishness and associations with 

mythological fairy-kingdoms, helped distinguish short-statured performers without visible 

signs of deformity from the ‘grotesque’ and unsightly. Older, nineteenth century aggrandised 

status performance modes, replete with military titles had long since lost their appeal, much 

as the older Dime Museums were giving way to the newer demands of mass culture, as 

represented by Coney Island. For Little People performers in the twentieth century, 

childishness and fairy-tale origins functioned as crucial components in newer modes of 

presentation which accommodated for the freak shows declining cultural status.
130

 Indeed, 

Nate Eagle maintained that he had never dealt in ‘“freaks” of the murky, small-carnival sort’, 
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but had always avoided those who would ‘arouse a feeling of repulsion’, and, finally, that 

only midgets made him feel completely at peace with his work.
131

  

For all his condemnation of the ignorance of John Public, Thompson also elided a 

certain complicity in the profitable production of misinformation, as well as a more 

sophisticated knowledge of the performance modes available to little people in the 1930s. His 

reversal of the power dynamics of gaze and knowledge extended to a more complex picture 

of understanding one’s target audience, than the pose of correcting public misconceptions 

that Thompson maintained through most of the text. As the quote above suggests talking fast, 

carnival-talker style, not only disoriented the audience, but turned them into manipulable 

objects in the hands of show performers, revealing that, for Little People and other carnival or 

show performers, John Public could be as much an easy ‘mark’ as an empowered voyeur.
132

  

Thompson most explicitly acknowledged this ambiguity between his pretence of 

correcting misinformation versus the usefulness of some of that misinformation to profitable 

modes of presentation, when discussing a Robert Burns poem ‘To a Louse’. The poem, 

whose plot Thompson recounted for those ‘not familiar with the meaning of the Scotch’, 

focuses upon a well-dressed lady in Church who takes great pride in her appearance. 

Ironically, however, a large louse has seated itself in her bonnet and is plainly visible for all 

to see, unbeknownst to the lady, who mistakes her fellow parishioners’ sardonic smiles for 

genuine admiration. For Thompson, the poem’s main point, that the ‘power’ to ‘see ourselves 

as others see us’ would free us from many a blunder and false notion, is a maxim that should 

be ‘paramount in the mind of every showman.’
133

 Thompson made explicit the point that the 
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entertainer’s profits hinged upon an understanding of his audience, at the same time as he 

evinced repugnance at what he saw in John Public: 

‘Those words are of vital importance to the showman and especially to the little people. 

When we are out to entertain, we think: what do you see in us? Yes, we could tell you 

what we see in you. Yet it is only in knowing what you see in us that we are able to 

please you.’
134

  

 

Of course, As I Know Them, in stepping outside of freak show venue, allowed Thompson to 

be far blunter in telling John Public what he really thought of him. It also allowed him to 

distancing himself and his fellow performers from profitable, if often demeaning, stereotypes 

of childishness and simplicity in contrast to the full complexity of ‘adult’ human beings. 

As I Know Them is not, however, a text which is tied to the performative strategies of 

the live freak show, nor the market-driven necessities of promoting a little person’s 

performance career. Buddie Thompson produced this text after he had chosen to stop 

performing. This allowed him to more readily intervene in reversing the power dynamic of 

the gaze. In critiquing John Public, Thompson simultaneously critiqued normative American 

culture, and, in so doing, could make himself the subject of an empowered vision. Instead of 

being a marked subject with a visibly different body exposed to an audience whose numbers 

conferred anonymity, an audience whose members were thereby unmarked, not-visible, and 

in a position of power, knowledge and self-assurance, Thompson employed his text to unpack 

John Public’s very ‘normality’ and ‘everydayness’. Thompson claimed an empowered 

position through assertions of greater knowledge of biology, literature (Jonathan Swift, 

Robert Burns’ poems, etc), human nature/personality, versus the popular ignorance, 

irrationality, and consumer-driven desires of the public he performed for. In other words, 

Thompson’s text reversed what disability studies scholar Rosemarie Garland Thomson has 

identified as ‘the stare’, as a strategy of resistance, and also a performance.
135

 This is the most 
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powerful aspect of Thompson’s narrative, the part in which he delivered his most resistant 

response to his marginalisation and pathologisation as a little person – yet, tellingly, it 

required him to step outside of the freak show performance context to deliver a memoir-

styled, non-promotional text. 

 

4.10. Conclusion 

As a new context of medical pathologisation of human difference met with the promise of 

new endocrinic technologies of medical intervention, ‘returning the gaze’ and mapping out a 

space for respectable self-presentation required increasingly complex hierarchies of vision. 

As an educated, white, American-born man from rural Indiana, whose identity was only 

partly, if importantly, shaped by his short and proportionate stature, a truly oppositional gaze 

eluded Thompson, and obscured him from a more radical political vision and critique.
136

 The 

show midget solidarity he claimed was strictly circumscribed to exclude mentally disabled, 

non-white, and non-proportionally bodied little people.
137

 As a young, white, educated, cis-

gendered, and native-born American male, he fit into many categories seen as most essential 

for the future of the nation. In this context, as reformers, educators and medical specialists 

mobilised to protect this section of the population, Thompson’s short stature stood out as an 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
ritualization of this more mundane, everyday experience for those with ‘extraordinary bodies’. Extraordinary 

Bodies, 26; Thomson, "Staring at the Other." Buddie Thompson also included an example of a more straight-

forward way of dealing with ‘the stare’, when he described being in a diner with another little person. His 

companion noticed that they were being stared at by another patron and therefore pretended to be interested in 

ordering something else from the large menu, which she subtly used to block the stranger’s gaze. Thompson, As 

I Know Them, 34-35. 
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anxious indicator of poor health, susceptibility to realities of industrialisation.
138

 Endocrine 

treatments promised new opportunities for medical intervention in the glandular body, while 

popular discourses also contributed to the stigmatisation of short stature, furthering 

stereotypes of psychological and sexual pathology.  

Despite this, and even directly in response to such confining discourses, Thompson 

developed an oppositional and penetrating return gaze. He reconceptualised the dominant 

medical model of the glandular body to preserve the perspectives of Little People whose 

proportionality and mental abilities resembled his own. In so doing, he challenged medical 

and popular endocrinological claims which assumed the benefits of treating ‘midgetism’. 

Furthermore, Thompson used his text to show just how irrational, contradictory and exploited 

his own consumer-driven audience was. During a period in which many extraordinary bodied 

performers were being depicted as pathological, pathetic and exploited people in need of 

treatment, Thompson defended their right to a trade that was empowering and allowed a 

sense of community. He insisted that a ‘philosophical perspective’, not experimental 

treatment, was required: 

‘Almost every show midget of any years of experience has one thing more valuable 

than anything else he can have. That is a philosophical outlook on life. He is not 

constantly aggrieved at the implements which nature gave him. Instead he is ready to 

use those implements to an advantage. He knows that the armless man, the fat lady 

and the human bean pole are doing the same thing. He wouldn’t like to be classed as a 

“freak,” but he knows that there are other people that are “not normal” as the public is 

wont to say, so he doesn’t sit down to sympathize with himself.’
139

  

 

The ‘Midget’, for Thompson, was a capable figure who was ready to use the ‘implements 

which nature gave him’ to an advantage. This involved a sophisticated understanding of one’s 

audience, one which, according to Thompson, could only be gained through understanding 

‘John Public As We See Him’. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Ripley’s Believe it or Not: Orientalism, Oddity, and Navigating 

the1930s Middlebrow 
 

In 1933 C.C. ‘Cash and Carry’ Pyle was in charge of Ripley’s Odditorium exhibit at the 

Chicago World’s Fair. Already highly successful to this point, the Believe it or Not (hereafter 

BION) brand had begun as a cartoon column by Robert L. Ripley dedicated to depicting a 

wide array of curious facts, bizarre achievements, puzzles, cultural practices, artefacts and 

unusual people. By 1933, it had expanded into radio broadcasts, ‘Vitaphone Varieties’ shows, 

BION books, and lecture tours given by Ripley himself.
1
 The ‘Century of Progress’ Fair 

however, was the first time the Ripley brand had ventured into a museum-like exhibition 

platform consisting of both live performances and inanimate displays. The popular story, as 

recounted in showman folklore, of how live performances by freak show acts came to be 

included in the Odditorium and Ripley’s wider brand, centres on Pyle asking for advice from 

the experienced showman Lou Dufour, following failing ticket sales during the first few 

weeks of business. Lou Dufour’s own ethnological ‘Darkest Africa’ exhibit was proving 

enormously successful at the time – and his willingness to shock the audience likely played 

an important role in his midway exhibits.
2
 The showman’s other fair exhibits included a 

                                                           
1
 The ‘Vitaphone Varieties’ were short-move clips for theatre marquees commissioned by Warner Bros. who 

had taken over the Vitagraph Company in 1925. Ripley’s movie shorts were produced at the same time as short 

film travelogues and exploitation films rich in Orientalist discourses geared around white traveller/explorer 

figures transported to distant and exotic lands, surrounded by strange and savage wildlife and peoples. For 

example, Africa Speaks (1930) even featured so-called ‘duck-billed women’, who were appearing with Ringling 

Brothers and Barnum and Bailey during the same period. As this chapter argues, Ripley’s BION, like the 

travelogue films and circus sideshows, engaged in Orientalist racial and gendered discourses during depression-
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Charles Harpole, vol. 4, History of the American Cinema (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999),  388, 

96. During his lectures, Ripley would recount the curious stories, things and people he had encountered or 

collected on his journeys to distant lands. Neal Thompson, A Curious Man: The Strange and Brilliant Life of 
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2
 While C.C. Pyle was an experienced promoter he had little experience with Midway exhibitions, freak show or 

otherwise. He had mostly promoted sportsmen to this point, such as footballer Harold ‘Red’ Grange and French 

tennis star Suzanne Lenglen. See Jim Reisler, Cash and Carry: The Spectacular Rise and Hard Fall of C.C. 
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‘Two-Headed baby’, a display of human embryos called ‘Life’, and a so-called explorer 

exhibited as ‘Captain Callahan’, a man who had allegedly been mutilated in the Congo by 

‘natives’ who had cut off his penis and testicles.
3
 Clearly those patrons who saw both the 

‘Darkest Africa’ and the ‘Captain Callahan’ exhibits understood the racial meanings 

surrounding colonised peoples and their alleged savagery. Dufour reportedly told Pyle that 

the Ripley Odditorium needed ‘less vaudeville and more torture’.
4
 His advice reflected the 

shifting historical context of both American freak shows and American culture broadly. More 

specifically however, it reflected the profit motives of an industry responding to shifting 

cultural and popular attitudes. While freak shows generally were declining during this period, 

animistic undercurrents persisted, and profits could still be made through commercial fables 

geared around the garish and the inexplicable.
5
 Ultimately Pyle did bring more compelling 

acts into the Chicago Odditorium exhibit, including freak show performers, and ticket sales 

responded accordingly.
6
      

                                                                                                                                                                                     
very experienced showman who had teamed up with another longstanding carnival promoter, Joe Rogers, for the 

1933 World’s Fair. They continued to work together throughout the 1930s, even to the detriment of Ripley’s 

BION when they partnered with Ripley’s rival John Hicks and his Strange As It Seems show for the first season 

of the 1939 New York World’s Fair. See Dufour and Kirby, Fabulous Years, 60-73; A. J. Liebling, "Profiles: 

Masters of the Midway I," The New Yorker, August 12 1939, 24; A. J. Liebling, "Profiles: Masters of the 

Midway II," The New Yorker, August 19 1939, 24-25. 
3
 The ‘Two-Headed Baby’ was genuine, if deceased, according to Dufour, yet by positioning the baby’s body to 

be visible from the Midway, and including a ‘nurse’ in full uniform in the act, they were able to entice patrons 

who believed that the baby was actually still alive. ‘Life’ purported to be an educational show which hinged 

upon demonstrating parallels between the development of the human foetus and ‘the evolution of man through 
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 This chapter tells the story of freak show transformations in the middle third of the 

twentieth century through three figures and their experiences of performance in person and 

through print media: Ripley himself, but also Odditorium performers Frieda Pushnik and 

Betty Lou Williams. Each occupied a different position in regard to freak show performance, 

representation, and their bodies.
7
 I conceptualise print media, as well as the Odditorium stage, 

as a realm of contested performance during a crucial period for the display of extraordinary 

bodies, but also non-Western peoples from colonised parts of the world. As previously 

outlined in this thesis, the early twentieth century brought new challenges to freak show 

exhibition, including changes in cultural taste, the expansion of outdoor entertainment 

industries, and the medical pathologisation of ‘extraordinary bodies’.
8
 How then, can we 

explain the fact that Ripley’s BION, during the 1930s - the very years when the freak show 

faced steady removal to the margins of popular culture - expanded from an already highly 

profitable brand into multiple new media of popular culture, through the inclusion of freak 

show performers? Pyle’s decision to incorporate acts such as Leo Kongee, ‘The Human 

Pincushion’ who ‘pierces his nose and cheeks with hatpins and drives nails into his head’, 

Martin Laurello, the ‘Human Owl’ who, after years of training, could swivel his head 180 

degrees in order to look backward, as well as more traditional and long-standing freak show 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
he was somewhat cautious about associating them with the Ripley brand through marketing material. See also 

footnotes 10 and 11.  
7
 In grouping Robert Ripley with two freak show performers as the subjects of analysis in this chapter I do not 

mean to suggest some kind of shared struggle or understanding between them. Previous biographers of Ripley, 

as well as journalists who have written about him, make the claim that Ripley, as a somewhat shy oddball or 

eccentric who was highly self-conscious about his buck teeth for much of his life, was in a good position to 

understand the perspectives of his more ‘freakish’ human Oddities. Ripley’s biographer Bob Considine credits 

King Features Syndicate editor Joseph V. Connolly with the original claim that ‘Ripley himself was his own 

greatest oddity’. Freelance writer Peggy Robbins made a similar claim in the 1980s, while biographer Neal 

Thompson concludes with the assertion that Ripley himself ‘may have been the most unbelievable oddity of all’. 

I find the comparison between Ripley and ‘his oddities’ in general unconvincing and self-serving, given 

Ripley’s self-presentation as a collector and explorer, replete with colonial pith helmet, and the fact that he was, 

after all, a very rich white male at the head of a lucrative enterprise. Buck teeth aside (which he soon had 

straightened regardless), Ripley benefitted from racial, class and gender privilege throughout his life – he hardly 

occupied the position of non-normative Other. Bob Considine, Ripley, the Modern Marco Polo  (New York: 

Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1961),  16; Peggy Robbins, "Believe It or Not!: The Extraordinary World of 

Robert Ripley," American History Illustrated XVII, no. 6 (1982): 35; Thompson, A Curious Man, 372-73. 
8
 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 57-58; Thomson, "From Wonder to Error - A Genealogy of Freak Discourse 

in Modernity," 12-13; Kasson, Amusing the Million, 7-9. 
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acts like Frieda Pushnik, the ‘Little Half Girl’ born without arms or legs, and Betty Lou 

Williams, an African American girl with an undeveloped conjoined twin, represented an 

engagement with this new historical context facing the American freak show.
9
 Ripley’s 

BION, as an expanding corporate enterprise, might have been expected to maintain a certain 

distance from American sideshow attractions, but instead subsumed otherwise waning freak 

show acts within its wider brand of cultural and embodied ‘oddities’.
10

  

When faced with a failing exhibition at a highly successful World’s Fair, Pyle either 

took Dufour’s advice seriously, or otherwise came to the decision that the exhibit needed 

something more gripping, despite the fact that such changes to the Odditorium displays and 

performances could threaten the BION distinction between what constituted an unbelievable 

‘oddity’ versus what could potentially be understood as morally perverse interest in 

‘freakery’.
11

 Pyle responded with a heavier emphasis on ‘working acts’ rather than ‘born 
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included Frieda Pushnik and Betty Lou Williams, as well as other performers like Leo Kongee, Paul Desmuke, 
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 Thompson maintains that up to this point, Ripley had guarded against associations of the ‘BION’ brand with 

the freak show, reportedly threatening to fire any employee who associated BION with the term ‘freak’. 

Hellman, "Profiles: Odd Man - I," 23. Ripley Entertainment’s archivist Edward Meyer has pointed out in my 

correspondence with him that Ripley did feature some freak show performers in his cartoons prior to the 
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called ‘Human Owl’ in 1922. Moreover, as indicated by posters from the 1939 New York WF Odditorium, it 

seems his rule about not using the term ‘freaks’ in promotional material was broken at least a couple of times. 
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freaks’, as well as an increase in performances which seemingly involved seemingly very 

painful self-inflicted acts or ritual self-disfigurement, as an answer to declining freak show 

popularity.
12

 Pyle and the Ripley Odditoriums weren’t alone in this – he may have been 

acting upon advice received from a veteran showman, after all – and it reflected a broader 

strategy employed by American sideshow acts more generally from the 1930s onwards. 

Moreover, more gut-wrenching and working-style acts of bodily manipulation coincided with 

and sat easily alongside BION’s own Orientalist fascination with certain religious or 

ritualised non-Western cultural practices from the beginning of Ripley’s well-publicised 

worldwide travels.  

By outlining how the Ripley capitalist enterprise expanded during the 1930s through a 

more direct engagement with the American freak show, I intend to show not only how the 

freak show industry adjusted to the unique challenges of the period, but how freak show 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
One of the posters, which features a ‘giant’ with his arms outstretched in the centre of the frame, promises 

‘Freaks Curiosities and Oddities Made Famous by Robt. L. Ripley in Newspaper Cartoons’. Perhaps more 
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1930s outdoor carnivals in particular, as opposed to larger circus sideshows or even more established outdoor 

amusement centres like Coney Island, in particular gained an increasing reputation for being cheap and sleazy, 

as being associated more overtly with ‘low’ culture. Bogdan, Freak Show, 7-8, 58-68. ‘Working acts’ included 

those who, over time improved flexibility, anatomical manipulation, and the ability to contort their bodies, such 

as BION Odditorium performers Marvin Laurello, the ‘Human Owl’, and other ‘anatomical wonders’ such as 

Charles Romano, Anato Hayes and Melvin Smith. Martin Laurello and Melvin Smith, Official Post Card at 

Ripley’s “Believe It Or Not” Odditorium, A Century of Progress, 1934, Ripley Entertainment Archives; 

‘Souvenirs of the Ripley Believe It Or Not! Odditorium’, Souvenir Pamphlet, California Pacific International 

Exposition, 1935, Ripley Entertainment Archives; Anato Hayes, Official Post Card at Ripley’s “Believe It Or 

Not” Odditorium, California Pacific International Exposition, 1935, Ripley Entertainment Archives; Henry Paul 

Burke and Charles Romano, Official Post Card at Ripley’s “Believe It Or Not” Odditorium, California Pacific 

International Exposition, 1935, Ripley Entertainment Archives. Pushnik and Williams were the exceptions to 

this shift towards self-inflicted torture and working acts, as they possessed truly ‘Extraordinary Bodies’ which 

could have been presented for exhibition during any period in the American freak show era. Furthermore, their 

overtly ‘deformed’ bodies placed them in a class of ‘born freak’ less susceptible to freak show decline and 

disinterest in more ‘humdrum’ sideshow acts such as dwarfs, giants and bearded ladies. While the ‘freakishness’ 

of their bodies must always be understood as historically, socially, and culturally constructed, their bodily 

difference was significant enough to draw a profit even during the period of the freak show’s decline, if 

performed correctly. 
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performers themselves engaged with or actively departed from Ripley’s strategies of 

increasing profit through more openly ‘grotesque’ and painfully ‘self-inflicted’ modes of 

freak show display.
13

 The Ripley Odditoriums’ increasing incorporation of more ‘grotesque’ 

acts was neither total nor uncontested, and other presentation styles of ‘oddity’ emphasising 

courage, resourcefulness, innocence or a painstaking eye for detail, persisted alongside more 

garish displays.
14

 Concerns about so-called ‘born freaks’ with bodies that seemed to suggest 

severe physical disability (even as their performances openly challenged such 

interpretations), especially for American-born performers whose difference could not be 

safely categorised within Orientalist discourses, also meant that there were crucial limits to 

more confronting modes of displaying oddity. The last section of this chapter will discuss 

Frieda Pushnik and Betty Lou Williams’s strategies of self-presentation, both of whom began 

their careers in self-exhibition at extremely young ages with the Ripley’s 1930s Odditoriums. 

Both Williams and Pushnik were enormous drawing cards for the BION Odditoriums, and 

both were so-called ‘born freaks’ whose bodily conditions had long featured as highly 

profitable feature attractions, but now directly challenged most popular sentiment over the 

appropriateness of display for the newly pathologised ‘disabled’. My analysis of Ripley 
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 I am not claiming that Ripley’s BION pioneered this change in emphasis and direction of freak show display. 

Indeed, the fact that the advice Pyle received reportedly came from a veteran showman indicates that such an 

adjustment was already well and truly underway within the freak show industry. Furthermore, it must be 

emphasised that the BION brand encompassed much more, even in the 1930s and even in the Odditoriums, than 

‘working act’ freak show performances. However, Ripley’s BION was an important cultural influence on 

oddities and freakery during this period in which such concepts took on new, sometimes contradictory, cultural 

meanings. 
14

 When I refer to seemingly painful acts of self-infliction, I do not intend to suggest that such acts were in any 

way non-voluntary, or coerced acts of self-torture. It may have been somewhat ‘torturous’ to watch a performer 

pull a heavy weight with their eyelids, or drive a spike into their skin, but not in the sense that either the crowd 
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performer E. L. Blystone’s ability to write up to 2,871 legible letters on a single grain of rice, or more clearly 

‘high art’ works such as Japanese artist Hananuma Masakichi’s painstakingly built self-portrait sculpture. 

Masakichi had made the statue so realistic exact by even going to the extent of drilling tiny holes to match each 

pore on his own body, which he then filled with strands of his own hair. Masakichi had died in the 1890s, but 

Ripley purchased his sculpture from a curio shop in San Francisco and added it to the 1934 season of the 

Chicago World’s Fair. E.L. Blystone and Paul Whittaker Cartoon Depiction, Official Post Card at Ripley’s 

“Believe It Or Not” Odditorium, A Century of Progress, 1933, Ripley Entertainment Archives; Thompson, A 

Curious Man, 210, 30. 
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BION’s distinct racially and gendered informed stylised presentations of ‘cheerful cuteness’ 

in spite of their bodily ‘conditions’ as the dominant mode for Williams and Pushnik’s 

display, in combination with how they themselves characterised their bodies and 

performances in later shows and retirement, will reveal how even as freak show display 

became increasingly policed and as its acceptable modes narrowed, performers still found 

ways to maintain their own interests and perspectives on what their lives and bodies 

signified.
15

 

 

5.1. Robert L. Ripley: Travelling Cartoonist, Explorer and Collector 

The live and inanimate displays of Ripley’s Odditoriums of the 1930s and 1940s grew from 

an extension of the BION brand, which itself originated in pictorial cartoon representations of 

‘oddities’. Robert L. Ripley was a cartoonist in the sports column of the New York Globe and 

Commercial Advertiser when he developed the first BION cartoon – a December 1918 series 

of sketches of unusual sporting achievements entitled ‘Champs and Chumps’.
16

 By the early 

1920s it was clear Ripley had tapped into a highly profitable way of marketing the so-called 

‘unusual’ or ‘strange’, but it was only following the release of the first 1929 Believe it or Not 

book of published cartoons that its full marketing potential became clear. After receiving a 

copy of the book direct from the publisher Simon & Schuster, New York newspaper magnate 

William Randolph Hearst secured Ripley for King Features Syndicate, a sound investment in 

cheap printed amusement on the cusp of economic hardship during the depression years.
17

 

                                                           
15

 It is not my intent to single out Ripley’s BION Odditoriums and the wider Ripley brand of the 1930s for 

utilising dominant understandings of race and gender in framing their displays and performances – they 

reflected the historical period in which they were produced after all. 
16

 The unusual sporting achievements included a man who ‘Walked Backwards Across The Continent’, ‘J. M. 

Barnett of Australia’ who ‘Jumped the Rope 11,180 times (about 4 hours)’, a ‘J.  Darby of England’ who 

‘Jumped Backwards 12 ft. 11 in. (with weights)’, among numerous others. Considine, Ripley, the Modern 

Marco Polo, 34-36; Thompson, A Curious Man, 68-70; Sarah Haughenbury, "A Spectacle of the Odd: 

Constructing Otherness in the Odditoriums of Ripley's Believe It or Not!" (Masters Thesis, University of South 

Carolina, 2016), 12; Robbins, "Believe It or Not!," 35-36. 
17

 Thompson, A Curious Man, 160-67; Considine, Ripley, the Modern Marco Polo, 13-16. 
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Ripley would travel the world and send often-Orientalist sketches of ‘oddities’ - 

cultural, bodily, or pertaining to some seemingly amazing feat or ‘fact’ - to audiences back in 

the United States and, eventually, much of the Western world. From December 1922 Ripley’s 

worldwide travels became a crucial component of BION. This first post-BION success trip 

was the first of many global expeditions to cement his reputation as a world traveller and 

collector of ‘oddities’.
18

 Travelling aboard the luxury ocean liner the Laconia, the New York 

Globe and dozens of other syndicated newspapers offered ‘Ripley’s Ramble ‘Round the 

World’, a series of short essays and sketches made by Ripley during the voyage. These 

dispatches were filled with Orientalist descriptions of Japan and China, as well as of 

America’s imperial project in the Philippines, which objectified and praised the aesthetic 

beauty of these ancient civilisations on the one hand, while simultaneously expressing 

repulsion at alms-seekers, the ‘noisy mass of humanity’, the labyrinthine streets with its ‘evil-

looking alleys’ and ‘mystic, foul-smelling’ centres.
19

 His characterisations of Asian-Pacific 

peoples in terms which expressed anxiety over being ‘swamped’ by ‘hordes’ of 

undifferentiated masses of racial Others tapped into long-standing white American self-

definitions of citizenship and democracy, often enforced and defended through violence, 

particularly in the American West.
20

 Despite Ripley’s self-avowed lifelong respect and 

curiosity for Chinese culture especially, his Orientalist descriptions of Chinese people in 

terms of a homogenous mass and other stereotypes of Asian ‘craftiness’ or underhanded 

behaviour remained consistent, and reflected dominant Euro-American attitudes towards 

Asian-Pacific peoples.  
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 Ripley had been on a 1913 trip overseas for the Globe during which he produced cartoon depictions of various 

European sports. This was well before the first ‘Champs and Chumps’ drawing and the still later establishment 

of the BION brand, but on the way to Europe he did evidence a fascination for a group of Egyptian ballplayers 

dressed in what he called ‘headache towels’. Thompson, A Curious Man, 51-54. 
19

 Thompson, A Curious Man, 94-96. ‘The seething mass of chattering humanity scrambled aside as we passed 

and looked after us furtively’. See also Ripley’s comparisons of Chinese living conditions to that of vermin and 

lice: ‘I wondered, too, if the place was infested with vermin – although it seemed not. As a matter of fact, I 

doubt if even a self-respecting louse would live here.’ Robert L. Ripley, "Ripley's Ramble 'Round the World," 

Evening Star, April 2 1923, 27. 
20

 See, for example, Pfaelzer, Driven Out; Young, Alien Nation. 
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It was during his first 1922-1923 ‘Ramble’ that Ripley visited India and witnessed for 

the first time the Hindu ascetics and fakirs, whose seemingly ‘bizarre’ acts of religious 

worship came to occupy such a large part of the BION empire. In the holy city of Benares 

Ripley described and depicted in pen and ink many acts of religious fealty that would be 

incorporated into the more ‘torturous’ turn of Ripley Odditoriums specifically, and American 

carnival freak shows more generally. Ascetics and fakirs who slept on beds of nails, who kept 

one or two arms raised above their heads for days on end, who grew their finger nails, or 

gazed at the sun until they grew blind were described by Ripley in terms of their ‘fanaticism’ 

and ‘wretchedness’, as the ‘weirdest collection of humanity on the face of the earth – 

demented, delusioned, diseased, and devout,’ during this initial trip abroad and in those that 

followed.
21

 

 

5.2. Ripley’s BION as Middlebrow Entertainment in a Bifurcating 

American Culture 

The BION brand depended upon Ripley’s image as world traveller, collector and intrepid 

expert, in order for the essential claim to objective validity to make sense. If pen and ink 

drawings or short descriptive accounts of his travels bypassed scrutiny at America’s gates, 

they lacked the convincing veracity a highly skilled performance by a ‘genuine’ body could 

confer upon their curious audience. In a period when world travel for pleasure was still 

limited to the wealthy few, Ripley’s cartoon representations of cultural-bodily oddity 

depended upon Ripley’s authority as traveller and wielder of the Orientalist gaze. Colonial 

fiction and travel writing had long provided this function for European and American readers, 

but Ripley’s BION dispatches seemed to be a peculiarly American version fixated upon the 

garish and bizarre during a period in which U.S. popular culture had become significantly 
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delineated from scientific and educational institutions.
22

 At the same time, the depression era 

was also the heyday of ‘vox pop’ and ‘man on the street’ documentary styles.
23

 Ripley’s 

image as everyday American traveller and explorer was a profitable way to navigate the 

tensions of a changing American popular culture through a ‘middle-brow’ styled assimilation 

of elite and educated Orientalist discourse.
24

 

More respectable institutions of American edification such as the Smithsonian and the 

American Natural History Museum, along with Ripley’s sensationalist depictions of 

unbelievable and sensationalist ‘facts’, engaged in Orientalist projects that bolstered 

American notions of racial patriarchy and dominance. As explored in the opening chapter, 

European and American natural history museums and popular dime museums had shared 

origins in the sixteenth and seventeenth century ‘cabinets of curiosities’ (or 

‘Wunderkammer’), private collections of scientific and medical tools, taxidermy, and neatly 

classified biological specimens as well as more ‘grotesque’ items which defied 

categorisation.
25

 Yet by the late nineteenth century the increasing bifurcation between ‘low-

brow’ amusements and ‘high-brow’ edification matched and was even typified by the 
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 In other words, the nineteenth century ‘shared culture’ cultural historian Lawrence Levine identified no longer 

existed. Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 7-9. On colonial travel writing see Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: 

Travel Writing and Transculturation  (London: Routledge, 1992). On colonial fiction see Patrick Brantlinger, 

Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914  (Ithaca and New York: Cornell University 

Press, 1990); Said, Orientalism; McClintock, Imperial Leather. 
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publics. Jason Loviglio, "Vox Pop: Network Radio and the Voice of the People," in Radio Reader: Essays in the 

Cultural History of Radio, ed. Michele Hilmes and Jason Loviglio (New York: Routledge, 2002), 91-93. See 

also Denning, The Cultural Front; Warren Susman, Culture As History: The Transformation of American 

Society in the Twentieth Century, (New York: Pantheon, 1984).  
24

 It seems that Ripley’s BION was intentionally marketed towards the everyday ‘man in the street’. One 

reviewer of his 1929 BION book even claimed that Ripley’s BION drawings were ‘a blessing to everyday 

people. In contrast to humdrum life, they are an emotional tonic.’ Thompson, A Curious Man, 156-57. 
25

 James J. Fiumara, "Grotesque Attractions: Genre History, Popular Entertainment, and the Origins of the 

Horror Film" (Doctor of Philosophy, University of Pennsylvania, 2012), 144-47; Dennett, Weird and Wonderful, 

1-2, 21-22; Bogdan, Freak Show, 29-31; Michael M. Ames, Cannibal Tours and Glass Boxes: The 

Anthropology of Museums  (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1992),  16-18, 50-51.  
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separation of natural history and ‘high art’ museums from the Bowery spectacles of Dime 

Museums.
26

  

Although freak show performances persisted at some dime museums after the turn of 

the century, their increasing location as circus and carnival sideshows separate from the main 

‘Big Top’ performances of acrobatic skill, equestrian stunts and hippodrome races, 

contributed to their cultural decline. While large sideshow circus outfits such as Ringling 

Brothers and Barnum and Bailey maintained a degree of respectability, small travelling 

carnival freak shows that targeted small town America and more readily engaged in ‘sleazier’ 

less family-friendly entertainments came into increasing prominence by the 1920s and 

1930s.
27

 Orientalist exoticisation of non-Western performers was common to both, but in the 

context of small time travelling carnivals and rural fairs which more readily featured 

‘grotesque’ exhibits such as ‘pickled punk’ displays of human foetuses submerged and 

displayed in jars of formaldehyde, they tended to lose their claims to ethnological edification. 

The Ripley Odditoriums of the 1930s and 1940s had clear links to the Dime Museums 

of the nineteenth century, yet subtle differences reflected the fact they were responding to a 
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 Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 198, 207-08. See also Impey and MacGregor, The Origins of Museums; Asma, 

Stuffed animals & pickled heads. Historian Bluford Adams has noted how increasingly by the end of the 
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Barnum: The Great Showman and the Making of U.S. Popular Culture  (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1997),  76-78, 115. 
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 Circuses, as big business in the amusement industry by the turn of the twentieth century, mirrored the large-

scale mergers of big companies in industrial manufacturing industries during the same period. The two largest 
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the Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey Combined Shows in 1919. Davis, The Circus Age, 39-41. As 
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atmosphere: ‘Within the context of a museum, freaks had more respectability; they were integrated into a whole 

and displayed under the guise of learning and scientific study. But on the fairgrounds, the freak show seemed 
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their children.’ Thomas Fahy, "Disabling Visions: Freak Shows in Modern American Literature and Visual 

Culture" (Ph.D. Thesis, University of North Carolina, 2001), xviii. 
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more transitional historical moment in cultural taste.
28

 As was the case with their preceding 

institutions, they drew diverse audiences with an equally heterogeneous assortment of 

artwork, cultural artefacts, ingenious mechanical devices, waxwork models, and, of course, 

live performers.
29

 However, reflecting the recent bifurcation of American popular culture into 

the realms of ‘low’ and ‘high’, they did not generally include the more traditionally ‘high art’ 

exhibits such as the portraits of famous men, or performances geared around more explicit 

cultural uplift or educational instruction (aside from its popular form of ethnology), but 

instead largely focused on the extraordinary abilities or achievements of ordinary or everyday 

people.
30

 But the hodgepodge nature of the Odditorium exhibits nonetheless placed them 

firmly in the tradition of Bowery museum-style exhibition. There was also a similarity in the 

cultural challenge of the claim to veracity that dime museums and their later Ripley 

counterparts issued to their audiences.
31

 A central part of Barnum’s ‘humbug’ was the active 

cultivation of and participation in the ‘hoax’. Not only did claims of deceit increase publicity 

for the Museum itself, but they allowed for audience members to ‘see for themselves’, to 

make up their own minds regarding whether an exhibit’s (animate or inanimate) authenticity 
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 Andrea Dennett has claimed that Ripley’s Odditoriums were 20
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 century descendants of the 19
th

 century dime 

museum. Dennett, Weird and Wonderful, 129-32.  
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 Haughenbury, "A Spectacle of the Odd," 11-14, 28-31; A. H. Saxon, P. T. Barnum: The Legend and the Man  

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1989),  91-93; Bogdan, Freak Show, 32-37; Dennett, Weird and 
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artist Hananuma Masakichi (made painstakingly by the artist himself), along with several Japanese and Chinese 
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first President, for example. Thompson, A Curious Man, 143. 
31

 Some Dime Museums did persist into the mid-twentieth century. The ‘Bearded Lady’ Jane Barnell, when 

profiled in a 1940 New Yorker article, revealed that she still worked dime museum circuits during the winter. 

Mitchell, "Lady Olga," 20-21.Hubert’s Museum, on West Forty-second street in New York, persisted into the 

1960s. 
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was legitimate - a crucial element of the show itself.
32

 Ripley’s central brand phrase of 

‘Believe it or Not’ contained a similar challenge, and often an important part of the 

entertainment of a BION claim lay in discovery that what seemed impossible was real.
33

 Yet 

if Barnum’s nineteenth century American Museum contained within it a nudge-and-a-wink 

suggestion that the crowd could expect to be fooled in some way, Robert Ripley was adamant 

that he could provide ‘proof’ to back up his claims upon his request, that, despite his own 

admission to having been regularly called the ‘biggest liar in the world’, he never actually 

mislead the public through his attractions.
34

 While nineteenth century dime museums 

operated within the cultural moment of the ‘arts of deception’, where education and 

entertainment, illusionism and realism, was blended together in a decidedly playful way, the 

Odditoriums’ more rigidly separated historical-cultural moment meant that Ripley’s BION 

claims and exhibits were both less willing to outright deceive, and more comfortable to deal 

in ‘facts’ without any accompanying claims to educational ‘value’ beyond its materially 

bizarre existence.
35

 

Meanwhile, America’s premier scientific and cultural institutions solidified through 

respectable collections and research funded by establishments such as the Smithsonian and 

the American Natural History Museum. By the 1930s these were a world away from the 

dingy dime museum, let alone the carnival freak show, but were nonetheless equally steeped 
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 James W. Cook conceptualises this as a kind of ‘perpetual contest’ played out between showman and viewer, 
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in discourses of race and patriarchy. Feminist scholar Donna Haraway has shown how 

authoritative figures like renown taxidermist Carl Akeley and former president and 

‘strenuous life’ proponent Theodore Roosevelt bolstered the American Natural History 

Museum’s collection of African animals during safari expeditions.
36

 These specimen 

collecting hunting trips were seen as opportunities to strengthen national and personal 

manhood in response to the perceived feminising perils of advanced civilisation. Privileging 

large and robust male specimens, Akeley aimed to both collect and ‘re-present’, through 

taxidermy, the ‘perfection’ of nature under the threat of civilisation, a civilisation which 

equally threatened to rob white men of their masculine potency. His additions to the 

American Natural History Museum’s ‘African Hall’ exhibit, along with those of other 

wealthy men of the African Big Game Club whose safari hunts at once allowed them to 

secure their masculinity, and revealed how the growth of America’s educational institutions 

were equally invested in moral lessons of racial hierarchy and progress.
37

  

Yet Ripley’s BION aimed for a larger mass appeal than the cultural elite of the 

African Big Game Club. While Ripley ‘collected’ BIONs which, for example, centred upon 

the supposedly ‘irrational’ or ‘fanatical’ practices of Hindu worshippers, and thereby often 

reinforced racial and gendered hierarchies, his appeal was less narrow than the physical 

‘perfection’ enamoured by Akeley’s taxidermy. Ripley had to navigate a constellation of 

different normalising discourses – high, low, and somewhere in between, during early- and 

mid-twentieth century American popular and scientific culture, in order to maximise the 

appeal and profitability of the BION brand. In so doing, he adopted, consciously or not, a 

‘middlebrow’ approach, between the elite educational institutions of established ethnographic 

museum displays, and the increasingly ‘low’ culture of grotesque carnival freak shows. 

Depression-era Odditoriums and their ‘middlebrow’ everyday American appeal adapted the 
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older dime museum displays to a new cultural period, already bifurcated into ‘high’ and 

‘low’. World Fairs, as elite-organised international celebrations of national progress and 

colonial projects, which, nonetheless, rested upon the commodification of elite visions for 

popular mass consumption, provided the perfect stage for Ripely’s ‘middlebrow’ 

Odditoriums and Orientalist discourses. 

 

5.3. Similarities to Circus Orientalism and Adventurous Discovery 

Narratives 

Ripley’s choice of words were remarkably similar to contemporary circus sideshow publicity, 

which had a long-history of Orientalist depictions of non-Western cultures and which, 

moreover, had begun to include acts based upon Euro-American interpretations of Hindu 

sadhu practices, performed by both genuine Hindu worshippers and American-born 

performers in racial disguise.
38

 Circus sideshows regularly described their acts as 

representing the ‘weirdest collection of humanity’ in promotional material, acts which could 

include extraordinary bodies with congenital and increasingly medicalised physical 

conditions, or ‘Ethnological Congresses’ of non-Western peoples from colonised parts of the 

world.
39

 Ripley’s King Features Syndicate cartoon depictions, like circus sideshows of the 
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1920s and 1930s, provided a visual discourse steeped in Orientalism, even if Ripley claimed 

to depict verifiable, if extraordinary, examples of non-Western oddity authenticated by his 

personal travels, while the circus more openly embraced the theatrical and spectacular. 

However, the largest circuses like Barnum & Bailey, and Ringling Brothers, also 

utilised far-flung circus agents in scouring the globe for their weird ‘collection of humanity’, 

and, like Ripley, their showmen often framed the ‘discovery’ of cultural and bodily ‘freaks’ 

within adventure/explorer narratives.
40

 Visual promotional material too, while clearly 

popularised, was sometimes based on more ethnological and ‘scientific’ sources as well. 

Circus poster artists utilised multiple and diverse sources for their designs, including 

ethnographic photographic images as well as sketches by artists during live performances.
41

 

These posters sometimes depicted their colonised subjects doing supposedly ‘typical’ and 

‘native’ everyday tasks, but more often placed them in large marching groups, as if in a circus 

parade marching through an exotic location, at times, against incongruous backgrounds.
42

 

These spectacular depictions of parading non-Western performers would often include 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
and Livingstone’s disappearance in the ‘dark continent’. Adventurer, colonial, or explorer narratives could be 

made to order so as to best popularise and sell the show. Bogdan, Freak Show, 105-07. 
40

 Howard Y. Bary provided a notable example of this with his popular ethnological-styled account of his 

journey to the homes of the Padaung people in remote Burma. His promotional pamphlet foregrounded the 

difficulties of getting to this remote village, as well as the cultural practice of placing brass rings around the 

necks of the young women who live there, thereby resulting in so-called ‘Giraffe-Necks’. Furthermore, in 
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Norwegian explorer Carl Bock. See Howard Y. Bary, ‘Interesting Facts and Illustrations of the Royal Padaung 

Giraffe-Neck Women From Burma’, n.p., 1933, printed as ‘Rubber Necking’, Shocked & Amazed! – On & Off 

the Midway, Dolphin-Moon Press, Baltimore, Vol 8, 53-57; Robert L. Ripley, Believe it or Not!: A Modern 

Book of Wonders, Miracles, Freaks, Monstrosities and almost-Impossibilities, Written, Illustrated and Proved 

by Robert L. Ripley,  (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1929),  124-25; Davis, The Circus Age, 128-30, 36-37. 
41

 Benita Stambler and Jennifer Lemmer Posey, ‘The Oriental India Poster: Transnational Imagery and 

Ethnographic Representation in the American Circus’, Early Popular Visual Culture 13, no. 1, (2015): 6-9. See 

also Paul Stirton, "American Circus Posters," in The American Circus, ed. Susan Weber, Kenneth L. Ames, and 

Matthew Wittmann, (New Haven: Yale University Press), 122, 26-27. 
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 Barnum & Bailey’s 1896 Oriental India poster, for example, emphasised more explicitly ethnographic 

imagery focused on the performers’ ‘home life’ and everyday tasks, rather than the more theatrical circus parade 

styled imagery. Stambler and Posey, ‘The Oriental India Poster’, 7-11. 
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‘Oriental-styled’ backgrounds that didn’t match the specific culture of the people depicted, or 

featured other incongruities such as lions depicted in ‘jungle’ settings, thereby reflecting the 

various inconsistent attitudes which lay behind the rationale of ethnographic exhibition.
43

 

Ripley’s BION cartoon depictions drew from this longer history of popular Orientalist 

imagery, while the adventurous traveller persona he cultivated allowed him to claim an 

authority which somewhat mirrored that of the circus impresario with his numerous travelling 

agents spread across the globe. Ripley’s travelling persona differed from the circus 

impresario in the sense that the BION writer adopted a more ‘middlebrow’, everyday 

traveller aesthetic, but the capacity to witness/collect the foreign and unusual and 

present/show/describe it to American audiences (pictorially, or, later, in person) reflected the 

same Western Orientalising perspective. Ripley’s non-Western cartoon depictions reflected a 

hodgepodge of bizarre rituals, cultural practices, beliefs or bodily manipulations which 

transformed earlier popular ethnography into specific BION claims for his expanding popular 

audience. This longer history of visual Orientalism was a history of popular imagery but, as 

circus poster artists’ occasional use of official ethnographic colonial photographs suggests, if 

the boundaries between scientific and popular ethnography did exist, they were not always as 

rigid as they might have at first appeared. 

 

5.4. Sidestepping America’s Expanding Immigration Restriction Regime 

The years in which Ripley built his BION Empire - with considerable assistance from the 

global print capitalism of Schuster and Schuster as well as King Features Syndicate – 

coincided with new entrenchments of immigration restriction, legislation, and reinforcement. 

As discussed in the chapter on Francesco Lentini, the 1920s saw the culmination of fears over 
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Asian, and then eastern and southern European immigration, eugenic anxieties over the racial 

‘health’ of the nation, and concerns over the perceived diminishing masculine virility of 

American society and its citizens.
44

 ‘Deformed’ or ‘divergent’ bodies, whether as a sign of 

perceived poor eugenic ‘stock’, or the result of horrific injury in the factories of fully-

industrialised mechanised capitalism, along with racial and cultural Others, acted as icons 

around which such anxieties coalesced. Freak show performers and their managers navigated 

such fears not only during performances on stage, but often at America’s gates as well. We 

have already examined how, in 1909, when Gundia Roe and Supermoney Munsammy were 

inspected by border agents, their racially marked and ‘deformed’ bodies faced deportation.
45

 

However, because this was still the first decade of the twentieth century and the eugenics 

movement for immigration restriction had not yet reached the levels it would by the 

following decade, circus magnate John Ringling was able to intervene on their behalf (or, 

perhaps more to the point, to protect his own economic interests), allowing their entrance into 

American freak show markets. By the time Ripley’s BION expanded into Odditoriums and 

live performers a further two decades later, the United States’ immigration restriction regime 

had still further tightened controls on racially marked, non-ablebodied and/or physically 

divergent extraordinary bodies. 

 The cartoons Ripley drew earlier in his career, and which populated the pages of his 

publications, adroitly sidestepped immigration authorities entirely. By presenting pictorial 

representations of unusual bodies or ‘exotic’ foreign cultures, among many other different 

kinds of ‘oddities’ (embodied and inanimate), the BION cartoon could trade in the persisting 

American appetite for consumption of ‘freakery’ through the utilisation of the rapidly 
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expanding markets of print media. Such print images could centre on the kinds of embodied 

freakery that was increasingly being viewed as pathologised disability in need of correction, 

but Ripley was generally ambivalent about depicting those ‘fearfully and wondrously made’, 

as indicated in the first book-form published collection of BION cartoons. Under a small 

section entitled ‘PRANKS OF NATURE’, only a few pages in length, Ripley weighed the 

need to include such truly extraordinary bodily conditions against his conviction that they 

were ‘mistakes’ perhaps unfit for public consumption. As he reflected in 1929: 

‘When we consider how fearfully and wondrously made we all are, it is not surprising 

that Mother Nature sometimes makes a mistake. Human errors are not always 

pleasant to look at or think about, so I will not go into any length of detail discussing 

the mistakes or monstrosities of life.’
46

 

 

He went on to include a few very brief examples of Mother Nature’s ‘mistakes’, almost none 

of whom were American born. He included the ‘Child Cyclops’ born in 1793 in France with 

only one eye in the centre of her forehead; the ‘Fork-Tongued Fräulein’, an ‘unfortunate 

young woman’ from Frankfort with two tongues but who supposedly could not speak; the 

‘Half Woman’ Violetta from Germany, born without arms or legs; and Liu Min the ‘Double-

Eyed Man’ born with double pupils in each eye, and one of the only ‘strange freaks of nature’ 

Ripley described, in the 1929 BION book at least, as undeterred by his condition.
47

 In fact, 

almost the only American-born example of Extraordinary Bodied individuals was the so-

called ‘Crab-Toed Tribe’ of people living in western New York State, a community of people 

whose hands and feet he said resembled the ‘claws of a crab or lobster’.
48

 Ripley quotes at 
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 In the mid-twentieth century the Stiles family, multiple generations of which had a similar bodily condition, 
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length a recent report by Charles Bernstein, Superintendent of Rome State School in New 

York, who eugenically traced the ‘strange progeny’ to a single ancestor who settled in the 

area in 1800. It is telling that Ripley, through the BION headline’s use of the word Tribe, 

chose to racialise this group, as well as include a eugenic report which explicitly connected 

the physical condition to social isolation, alcoholism and criminality. The Bernstein quote 

concludes with the assertion that: 

‘While the intelligence status of these people is very low it is sufficient to enable them 

to become successful workers and often skilled mechanics.’
49

 

 

Not only was Ripley, in 1929, ambivalent about how to include ‘born freaks’ with newly 

medicalised bodily conditions within the framework of BION ‘oddity’, but he also appeared 

to recognise how the discourses of eugenic hereditary and scientific opinion might assuage 

such anxieties. 

 More typically however, bodily oddity in the 1929 BION book was expressed in 

terms of the ‘exotic’ foreign practices of non-Western peoples. The ‘Saras-Djinges’ people of 

Central Africa were depicted in one BION through a sketched image of a woman with 

enormous wooden discs embedded in her lips. Shown with short-cut hair and a muscular neck 

her appearance, by the day’s measure, was remarkably masculine, and juxtaposes with the 

textual description of the practice as indicating feminine beauty among the Saras, while also 

aiding their husbands’ possessive control of them. The BION is entitled ‘Hot Lips’ and 

describes how the practice not only makes speech and chewing food almost impossible, but, 

given that Saras women sleep with their ‘huge lower lip’ on their husbands’ shoulders, 

somehow serves as an indicator of their disappearance should they be ‘stolen’ or otherwise 

run away during the night.
50

 Within a few short years, Central African peoples who engaged 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
regarding the relative advantages of freak show employment versus inspection at the hands of the medical 
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in such practices would appear in American circuses billed as ‘Ubangi Savages’ or ‘Duck-

Billed Ubangis’, as well as in at least one Ripley Odditorium, during the winter tour between 

the 1933 and 1934 seasons of the Chicago World’s Fair.
51

 The 1929 cartoon indicates that the 

kinds of racial and gendered discourses which would be used to frame their later live 

performances in American freak shows, were already being utilised in the BION 

conceptualisation of bodily ‘oddity’.
52

  

 The 1929 BION book also featured cartoon depictions of various Hindu fakirs and 

ascetics, who would soon feature with the depression-era Odditoriums. Ripley drew ‘The 

Human Pin Cushion’, an ascetic from Singapore, shirtless, with an incredible number of long 

pins stabbed into chest, belly and back, while his face maintained a look of calm stoicism. 

Ripley claimed the man had walked three miles in the searing heat with fifty spears piercing 

his body, an act which, like all ‘Hindoo religious fanatics’, was supposedly done without 

reason, but nonetheless served as evidence of remarkable human endurance.
53

 The ‘Sun 

Gazer’ in Benares, India, another Hindu fakir, served as another typical example of the 

‘strange’ feats man will attempt in the name of religious faith. His depiction combined 

apparent bodily disability with a seemingly amazing, if supposedly irrational, strength of 

mind, having gazed every day without fail directly at the sun for 15 years from the banks of 

the Dasashwamedh Ghat. The cartoon emphasised the frailty of his legs, upon which he could 

no longer stand, in marked contrast to his muscular chest and steely gaze through fierce, yet 

long blinded, eyes.
54

 Hinduism itself, is finally described by Ripley as a theology of religious 

fanaticism that ‘at times extends to severe bodily torture’, a world of ‘Up-arm men’, ‘Nail-
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 The presence of the so-called ‘Ubangis’ in an early BION cartoon also points to the links between Ripley’s 
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men’, ‘Tree-men’, and ‘Sun-Gazers’ – all of whom are fuelled by a ‘burning fervor that we, 

as Christians, cannot understand.’
55

   

 

 

5.5. Ripley Odditoriums and World’s Fair Contexts 

If Akeley’s story, as Haraway contends, concerns the ‘commerce of power and knowledge in 

white and male supremacist monopoly capitalism’, then Ripley’s is of the somewhat less-

reputable, but historically linked commerce of popular exhibition of colonised peoples and 

their cultures, were equally as embedded in capitalism and its accompanying ideals of white 

patriarchy.
56

 In both Europe and the United States, reconstructed ‘native villages’ and ‘human 

zoos’ were longstanding features at nineteenth and twentieth century World Fairs, as well as 

in the ‘ethnological congresses’ of large travelling American circuses from the turn of the 

century. As World’s Fair historian Robert Rydell has noted, America’s depression-era fairs, 

like their Victorian predecessors, became cultural icons of the nation’s hopes and futures, 

usually organised in response to profound crises and criticisms of the established socio-

political order.
57

 Exhibition of colonised peoples within ‘native villages’ bolstered imperial 

projects by highlighting a given non-Western culture’s alleged inability for self-governance, 
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and/or ‘progress’ made under patriarchal and colonial ‘guidance’. For the United States, such 

displays provided useful racial narratives aimed not only at newly colonised peoples under 

America’s control (specifically, people in the Philippines from 1898, who figured 

prominently in the 1904 St Louis World’s Fair), but also held clear messages of racial control 

aimed at African Americans.
58

 

Yet if American World’s Fairs during both the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries bolstered US imperial ambitions, they did not do so alone. America’s depression-

era fairs drew from more recent European expositions of the 1920s and 1930s aimed at 

revamping colonial projects according to a modernised colonial vision, specifically in 

reaction to interwar challenges to existing colonial arrangements.
59

  Both the largely 

unsuccessful 1925 British Empire Exhibition and the extraordinarily effective 1931 Paris 

Colonial and International Exposition, provided a ‘coloniale moderne’ model useful for 

American depression-era World’s Fair organisers.
60

 Importantly, at the centre of this shift 

was a turn towards a form of popular entertainment that was less constricted by ethnological 
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scientific strictures.
61

 This was not always an even shift, as evidenced by the fact that the 

1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago first saw the introduction of a midway with 

carnival style attractions, including reconstructed ‘native villages’, separate from the ‘White 

City’ demonstrating classical architecture and the technological and artistic advances of 

‘Western civilisation’. While the later 1904 St Louis World’s Fair placed greater emphasis on 

an ethnological department and the anthropometric study of peoples from the newly acquired 

colony in the Philippines, amongst other non-Western peoples.
62

 Moreover, the decision to 

employ the showmen Dufour and Rogers to run the African exhibit at the 1933 Chicago 

World’s Fair only came after the more ‘legitimate’ All-African Company’s proposal proved 

too expensive for show organisers who ultimately opted for the more profitable if less 

rigorously scientific displays offered by the impresarios.
63

 This is not to say that 

‘ethnological’ displays were more accurate or less harmful than more popular-styled exhibits 

- both frameworks were steeped in dominant gendered and racial discourses. Nonetheless, 

this was an important shift as it relates to the broader cultural changes in America, and helps 

explain how World’s Fairs opened up an ideally suited space for Ripley’s 1930s Odditoriums. 

C.C. Pyle not only sought advice from a showman for his incorporation of more freak show-
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styled acts into the Odditorium, but he sought advice from a showman who himself had won 

an exhibition contract over a less sensationalist exhibit application from the All-Africa 

Company.
64

    

World’s Fairs therefore provided an ideal space for Ripley’s BION to experiment with 

broadening their popular appeal by more closely navigating the line separating inappropriate 

freak show from acceptable ‘middlebrow’ consumption of the strange and unusual. Ripley 

himself had been initially very reluctant to link the BION brand to the freak show, 

threatening to fire anyone within the Ripley empire who employed the term ‘freak’ in place 

of his preferred and broader term of ‘oddity’.
65

 He also tried to publicly distinguish himself 

from Barnum’s name and reputation for humbuggery and deceit, and it seems a lack of direct 

oversight was what initially allowed Pyle to make the changes to the 1933 Odditorium.
66

 Yet 

working acts and performers who engaged in more ‘torturous’ self-infliction proved 

profitable and remained a stable fixture in 1930s Ripley Odditoriums.
67

 Moreover, despite 

Ripley’s own reservations, such performances did seem to share elements from the many 

cultural acts of ritualised ‘self-torture’ and ‘disfigurement’ that featured in his Orientalist 

cartoon depictions of non-Western peoples. ‘Up-arm men’ and ‘Sun-gazers’ from India who 

tested their faith by testing themselves mentally and physically (vowing to keep their arms in 

the air, or to gaze directly at the sun for excruciatingly long periods of time), along with 

‘Hindoos’ who sat on nails, and other such Orientalist perceptions of Hindu fakirs and other 

                                                           
64

 Note, that while the All-Africa Company was initially run by two African men intent on drawing profits back 

into Africa, it was taken over by several white businessmen intent on promoting an import/export business. 

Ultimately the fair organisers refused their demands that profits from the concessions would go primarily to its 

backers, and Dufour and Rogers won the contract as a result. Rydell, "Darkest Africa," 148-49. 
65

 Hellman, "Profiles: Odd Man - I," 23. 
66

 Thompson, A Curious Man, 210-11. Interestingly enough, the staff at the Barnum Museum in Bridgeport, 

Connecticut, maintain that Barnum himself never referred to his own exhibits as ‘freaks’ either, and disliked the 

term. While I agree that it seems he did not employ the term in print at least (preferring terms like ‘prodigies’, 

‘natural wonders’, etc), I would suggest nonetheless that his name was undoubtedly associated with the 

American freak show, both during the period and since. Certainly the large railroad circuses that bore his name, 

even if they did not involve his direct management, did not shy away from using the term. 
67

 Such performers featured at all the major Ripely Odditoriums throughout the 1930s, including the 1933/34 

Chicago ‘Century of Progress Fair’, the 1935 Californian Pacific International Exposition, the 1936 Texas 

Centennial Central Exposition, the 1937 Great Lakes Exposition in Cleveland, the 1939 San Francisco Golden 

Gate International Exposition, and the 1940 season of the New York World’s Fair. 



272 
 

ascetics/ascetic worshippers were regular features in Ripley’s cartoons, and continued in the 

World’s Fair Odditoriums alongside their freak show counterparts.
68

 Dufour’s advice of 

‘more torture’, as a tip from an experienced showman of the American freak show, directed 

towards a corporate enterprise concerned about its own reputation and marketing the broader 

ephemeral concept of ‘oddities’, is therefore revealing of the historical moment the 1930s 

posed for the freak show and its performers. 

 

5.6. World’s Fair Odditoriums: Performed Freakery and Circumventing 

Restrictive Immigration   

Robert L. Ripley’s textual representations of bodily and cultural non-Western difference 

found new expression in the live and embodied Orientalist representations of Oddity on the 

exhibition stage. Visitors to the 1933 Ripley Odditorium, most of whom who had 

undoubtedly already encountered the textual BIONs of Ripley’s newspaper cartoons, 

immediately encountered those same cartoons posted upon the outside entrance to the 

Chicago exhibit.
69

 These images promised, and created anticipation for, the live performances 

within the Odditorium.  

The Ripley Odditorium sold the promise of being able to witness some of the more 

exotic BIONs items and peoples encountered by Ripley abroad, brought to life inside its 

walls. Yet attempts to fulfil this promise, to allow the Odditorium patron to vicariously 

experience Ripley’s own adventurous engagements with the exotic and strange through 

‘importing’ non-Western performers (‘cultural freaks/oddities’) ran into the difficulties posed 

by the increasingly stringent immigration regime. During the first three decades of the 

                                                           
68

 Janet Davis has noted how Japanese, Chinese, and South Asian acrobats in American circuses commonly 

performed scenes of imagined bodily torture, while Euro-American performers in racial disguise increasingly 

brought these elements into their acts. Davis, The Circus Age, 165-67, 79-80. 
69

 One of the Ripley Odditorium postcards from the Chicago World’s Fair showed a crowd gathered outside the 

entrance, with the cartoon depictions clearly visible above the main opening. ‘Ripley’s “Believe-It-Or-Not” At 

A Century of Progress, ‘Official Post Card of Ripley’s “Believe It Or Not” Odditorium, A Century of Progress, 

1933, Ripley Entertainment Archives. 
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twentieth century, showmen had proved largely successful in arranging for the transnational 

passage of indigenous peoples from remote non-Western locales to American cities.
70

 Most 

famously (or infamously), Samuel W. Gumpertz is reported as having transported some 3,800 

peoples from different parts of Asia and Africa into Coney Island over his twenty five year 

years at Dreamland.
71

.  

However, as explored earlier in this chapter, the post-1930s Ripley Odditoriums 

operated within a different historical period, more mindful of the passage of bodies across 

borders. In 1934, Ripley was in correspondence with photographer and Southern Rhodesian 

‘settler’ Percy M. Clark. A fellow Royal Geographic Society member, Clark was renowned 

for his travel exploits, photographic work and the curio shop he had established at Victoria 

Falls, where he had settled in 1903.
72

 Ripley considered Clark a potentially useful contact for 

gaining information on how to procure human oddities and objects for future Odditoriums, 

yet the surviving correspondence suggest they ran into difficulties securing permission from 

the colonial Southern Rhodesian government for the exportation of ‘natives’. Clark 

mentioned a number of potential African peoples and practices that might interest Ripley, 

whether due to supposedly curious bodily difference or cultural practices. The 

Mashukulumbwe tribe whom he had first encountered thirty one years earlier during his 

travels in North West Rhodesia had, at that time, been ‘stark naked’ with ‘long thin head-
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 This could involve the active participation of the performers as effectively partners in business or the outright 

kidnapping of indigenous peoples. Perhaps most commonly however, arrangements were a blend of coercion 

and consent. For an example of outright coercive kidnapping of First Nations Peoples from Palm Island, 

Queensland, in the late nineteenth century, see Roslyn Poignant, Professional Savages: Captive Lives and 

Western Spectacle  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004).  
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 Gumpertz, from the turn of the century until the 1930s, supposedly brought 3,800 indigenous peoples through 

U.S. immigration to Dreamland at Coney Island. Oliver Pilat and Jo Ranson, Sodom By the Sea: An Affectionate 

History of Coney Island  (New York: Garden City Publishing, Co., 1943),  174-80, 89; Richard Snow, Coney 

Island: A Postcard Journey to the City of Fire  (New York: Brightwaters Press, 1984),  100; Alva Johnston, 
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Dreamland provided a more stable freak show community than the travelling dime museum/circus circuits. 

Dennett, Weird and Wonderful, 136.   
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 See Percy M. Clark, The Autobiography of An Old Drifter  (Bulawayo: Books of Rhodesia Publishing 

Company, 1994). 
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dresses 2 to 4 feet long’, but regrettably, according to Clark, this was no longer the case 

because ‘civilization had torn it’.
73

 He also made mention of rumours concerning a ‘tribe in 

the marshes of the interior who have heels protruding from the leg as long as the forepart of 

the foot’, but noted that ‘you would have to chain one to get him out as they are so wild.’
74

 

Clark also pursued more concrete information concerning ‘an albino, a dwarf, and a couple of 

acrobats in the far interior’ as well as a ‘Riksha boy and Zulu woman in full regalia’, but 

ultimately appeared to be unsuccessful.
75

 Despite Clark being a friend of the Northern 

Rhodesian Chief Native Secretary, on April 3
rd

 he wrote to Ripley: 

‘I have done my damnedest to add to your collection but am afraid it is no go. The 

authorities will not allow the natives out of the country. I saw the Chief Secretary for 

Native Affairs of N. Rhodesia last week but have no decided answer yet, the matter is 

still under consideration. If I hear favourably I will cable you as the time is short.’
76

 

 

An undated memo from around the same period reveals that Ripley was intent upon creating 

an ‘Exhibition of Unique Black Natives’, all of whom had altered their bodies through some 

kind of cultural practice. This potential exhibit might have included some ‘big lipped girls of 

Ubangi’, who ‘have plates in their lips’, the ‘heavy earring girls of Uganda’, with three pound 

ornaments ‘in the lobes  of their ears’, the ‘unique headress girls of Zululand’, who ‘have 

their hair dressed with red mud, so that it goes back from the crown of their heads a distance 

of over two feet’, or, finally, the ‘long necked girls of Burma’, who ‘have rings put around 

their necks each year’. The memo notes that all of these together in one show would a 
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 Clark’s sentiments therefore, tellingly, echoed those of Carl Akeley’s lamentations regarding the 

encroachment of civilisation upon nature, which had first led Akeley to establish one of the first Gorilla 

sanctuaries. Haraway, "Teddy Bear Patriarchy," 28-29. 
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 Clark included a small cartoonish sketch of a foot which supposedly resembled that of this rumoured ‘tribe’. 

Clark letter to Ripley, March 12
th

, 1934, Ripley Entertainment archives. He suggests also acts which seemed 
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th
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th
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 Clark letter to Ripley, March 12
th

, 1934, Ripley Entertainment Archives. 
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‘greater attraction than any single one of them could be with more than two people.’
77

 Again 

however, it appears that the idea proved difficult to achieve, although the reasons for this are 

not detailed.
78

 In pencil alongside the suggestions ‘no’ is inscribed against the ‘Ubangi’ and 

‘long necked girls’ suggestions, a question mark is written next to the Uganda ‘heavy earring 

girls’, while the only positive response (‘OK’) is left for the ‘unique headress girls of 

Zululand’.
79

  

The move from textual to embodied representation-performances of exotic ‘Oddities’ 

highlights the Ripley Odditoriums’ links to the history of ‘native villages’ at World Fairs, as 

well as the large circus displays of colonised peoples. Yet unlike earlier displays of non-

Western peoples, the Ripley Odditoriums had to deal with a robust and immense U.S. 

immigration restriction regime. The Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey circus appears 

to have been more successful in its attempts to ‘import’ non-Western peoples during the 

1930s.
80

 Not only did the circus manage to secure a number of the ‘Duck-Billed’ Saras 

women for the 1930 circus season, as well as some ‘giraffe-necked’ Padaung women in 1933, 

these attractions proved to be among their most financially successful.
81

 Yet according to 

Fred Bradna, then Equestrian Director for Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey, the 

circus agent who procured the so-called ‘Ubangi Savages’ for Ringling, Ludwig Bergonnier, 

kept their entire $1,500 weekly wage and allowed the women to keep only what they made 

from selling 5cent souvenir postcards.
82

 If circus agents might have proved successful in 
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helping non-Western performers traverse America’s immigration restriction regime, 

navigating exploitation at the hands of circus agents themselves was a completely different 

prospect. 

Despite such difficulties in arranging for the transport of non-Western ‘natives’ to the 

United States, Ripley and the BION brand continued to profit from the circulation of textual 

and other representations of oddity. In 1931 a second ‘Believe It or Not’ book was published 

and also sold enormously. By 1934, both editions were combined in a third ‘Believe It or 

Not’ volume, and together all three BION books soon sold more than a million copies.
83

 

These print representations were one way of skirting the restrictive immigration regime of the 

United States in the 1930s, of solidifying an Orientalist/colonial vision without threatening 

the national/social ‘body’. Yet, despite Ripley’s longstanding focus on the Orient which, as I 

have argued, resonated with the brand’s turn to then-current and increasingly torturous ‘freak 

show’ styled representations of ‘oddity’, the use of ‘domestic’, ‘American’ freak show acts 

also helped avoid potential confrontations at America’s borders. Betty Lou Williams and 

Frieda Pushnik, along with performers such as Paul Desmuke (an armless knife-thrower), 

Harry J. Overdurff (‘Ossified Harry’ whose rare condition of developing hard bone growths 

along his ligaments and connective tissue meant he had slowly lost bodily movement to the 

point where he could move only his lips), Harry McGregor (who pulled his wife along in a 

cart, amongst other heavy objects, using only his eyelids), and many more, were all 

American-born performers who worked at the Ripley Odditoriums during the 1930s, 

furthering the BION commerce of ‘Oddity’ from textual representation to live performance.
84

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
performed with Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey the season before. Bogdan, Freak Show, 192-95, 296; 

Dufour and Kirby, Fabulous Years, 52-53; Davis, The Circus Age, 134-35. See also Fred Bradna and H. Spence 

Hartzell, The Big Top  (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1952). 
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Williams’, Official Post Card at Ripley’s “Believe It or Not” Odditorium, California Pacific International 
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For audience members, the Ripley Odditorium presented a diverse conglomeration of 

‘Oddities’, whose dominant messages must have at times seemed unclear and confusing as 

they confronted bodily and cultural Otherness, rendered in both colonial exotic modes, and 

other narratives stressing American ingenuity, resourcefulness, or simple off-beat 

unusualness. The 1930s Odditoriums and live displays meshed together Ripley’s cartoon 

depictions, collections from his travels abroad, mechanical ingenuity, unusual works of art, 

and freak show performances, creating a unique space for freak show performers to operate 

in, somewhat reminiscent of dime museums but redeployed to suit a particular moment in 

American popular culture.
85

   

 Prior to the opening of the first 1933 Odditorium at the Chicago World’s Fair, 

Ripley’s BION drummed up publicity by holding a national BION mail-in contest. Ripley 

had already regularly received mail entries by BION enthusiasts, receiving more than a 

million letters a year from 1929 onwards.
86

 Mail-in contests, with prizes ranging from signed 

BIONs to cash, had been held since the late 1920s and continued as a promotional practice 

for Odditoriums and the BION brand more generally into the 1940s.
87

 Received contest 

entries revealed that, while Ripley himself might have somewhat ambivalent about 

associating his brand with the American freak show, his audience held no such scruples, and 

clearly interpreted BION to include bodily ‘deformity’, the ‘grotesque’ and the ‘freakish’. 

They sent in old carte-de-visites and cabinet cards, as well as more recent postcard images, of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Exposition, 1935, Ripley Entertainment Archives; ‘Francois Russell and Freda Pushnik’, Official Post Card at 

Ripley’s “Believe It or Not” Odditorium, California Pacific International Exposition, 1935, John and Mable 

Ringling Museum of Modern Art, Sarasota, Florida; Harry and Lillian McGregor, Official Post Card at Ripley’s 
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and Ossified Harry’, Official Post Card of Ripley’s “Believe It Or Not” Odditorium”, A Century of Progress, 

1933, Ripley Entertainment Archives;  Ripley Entertainment Archives. 
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nineteenth and early twentieth century freak show performers as BION entries.
88

 Edward 

Schmidt, of Pittsburgh, in May 1932 sent in an entry that included an Eisenmann cabinet card 

of Laloo, a well-known freak show performer from India who toured the U.S. in the late 

nineteenth century. Aside from the visual evidence of Laloo’s depiction in the offered cabinet 

card, Schmidt’s entry letter attested to having personally  seen Laloo perform at the Harry 

David Museum in Pittsburgh ‘About 1890’.
89

 Conjoined twin babies were often submitted as 

BION entries, as well as other promotional images of well-known freak show performers like 

Percilla Bejano or ‘Sealo the Seal Boy’.
90

 The fact that freak show performers were 

recognised as appropriate subjects for ‘BION’ classification by Ripley’s audience itself is 

highly significant, in spite of Ripley’s own hesitancy over such association. 

By the second 1934 season of the Chicago Odditorium, Ripley, recognising the 

financial success of the opening season’s turn to the more openly grotesque and even at times 

gut-wrenching acts, organised for Hindu fakir and ascetic acts to be incorporated into the 

Odditorium. Ripley had more success obtaining Hindu fakir performers for the encore season 

securing performers he had labelled as an ‘Up Arm Man’, a ‘Sun Gazer’, a ‘Hindu Sitting on 

Nails’ in the 1929 BION book, as well as some ‘Kikuyu women with plate-sized earrings 

from Africa.’
91

 Frieda Pushnik, Leo Kongee, and Betty Lou Williams, amongst other 

‘domestic’ American freak show acts returned and performed alongside the Hindu holy men 

from India. 
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 For an analysis of such imagery see Chapter Two of this dissertation. 
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The BION brand and conceptualisation of ‘oddity’ was broad enough to include both 

kinds of acts. The Hindu fakirs and ascetics, who had first appeared under the BION banner 

as textual cartoon depictions drawn by Ripley during his travels and sent back and published 

in American (and globally) syndicated newspapers, now performed as fully embodied live 

performers on stage. This was a kind of representation more vivid, but also more manipulable 

than their textual antecedents. While earlier ‘Oriental’ performers on the Midways at turn of 

the century World Fairs across Europe and America had articulated imperial ambitions 

through commercial spectacle, Ripley’s Odditoriums placed the profits of entertainment 

above all else. They engaged with the already established elaborate systems of representation 

provided by earlier World’s Fairs and furthered Orientalist spectacle insofar as this was an 

established commercial element which occupied a significant share of the BION brand, but 

were not as clear-cut in providing spectacular experiences as a ‘hegemonic imperative geared 

towards imperial purposes,’ as had been the case with state-sponsored exhibits at earlier 

World’s Fairs.
92

 

 The breadth of ‘Oddity’ presented in the Ripley Odditoriums presented an at times 

contradictory and confusing number of competing discourses and styles of presentation, each 

designed to earn a profit. The ‘grotesque’ and the ‘exotic’ were possible ways to sell ‘oddity’, 

but so too could ‘cuteness’ and childlike innocence. The Ripley turn towards ‘more torture’ 

involved incorporation of both ‘American’ ‘domestic’ acts like Grace McDaniels and Harry 

McGregor, along with the exoticised Hindu fakir and ascetic acts, but did not preclude the 

packaging of bodily ‘deformity’ as compatible with childlike endearment. Betty Lou 

Williams and Frieda Pushnik were not presented in modes which emphasised the torturous 
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and grotesque, rather, they were presented as adorable children with laudable attitudes 

towards their bodily conditions.
93

 Nonetheless, they were presented within this more 

‘torturous turn’ of the Odditorium, even if they displayed themselves in more positive 

exhibitory modes. Patrons to the Ripley Odditoriums increasingly understood that they were 

there to be astonished by the unbelievable, grotesque and astonishing. By the 1939 New York 

World’s Fair, Ripley himself openly proclaimed during interviews how many people fainted 

at the Odditorium exhibitions, as well as how many nurses and beds were required to be on 

hand at the Ripley show.
94

 The broadness of ‘Oddity’ as commercial spectacle was strategic 

and useful, as exhibition styles of presentation were varied, flexible, and shifted with the 

market and commercial taste. 

 

5.7. American Performer Perspectives and Ripley’s Odditoriums 

Frieda Pushnik, the so-called ‘Little Half Girl’, and Betty Lou Williams, billed as the ‘only 

living human with four legs and three arms’, among other BION performers, navigated both 

Ripley’s broader conceptualisation of ‘oddity’, and the changing politics of mid-twentieth 

century freak show display. So far this chapter has examined the discourses of ‘oddity’ 

constructed by Ripley and the BION enterprise within the historical context of the freak 

show’s early and mid-century cultural decline as popular entertainment. Yet freak show 

performers with divergent bodies were not passive subjects in this process, and the form’s 

slide into a decidedly ‘low’ mode of popular entertainment shifted the terrain upon which 

‘freaks’ balanced the meal ticket their bodies and work continued to secure for them, versus 
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the relative dis/respectability such employment conferred.
95

 Frieda Pushnik featured at the 

1933 Chicago World’s Fair Odditorium when she was only ten-years-old and appeared at 

numerous other Odditoriums of the 1930s before leading a long career with the Ringling 

Brothers and Barnum & Bailey circus sideshow until her retirement in 1956.
96

 Betty Lou 

Williams appeared with Ripley’s BION for the 1933 and 1934 seasons of the Chicago 

World’s Fair, when barely 1 and 2 years old respectively, as well as one more time at the 

1935 Californian Pacific International Exposition, before taking greater control of her own 

management by the late 1940s and early 1950s, all the while setting herself up for a different 

career path altogether.
97

 Their experiences are integral to understanding interwar Odditoriums 

as a contested site of freak show performance. 

  

5.8. Frieda Pushnik: The ‘Little Half Girl’ and the Monotony of Toil and 

Dignity 

Ripley’s audience may have first encountered Frieda Pushnik through his pen and ink cartoon 

depiction of her, published by King Features Syndicate newspapers in July 1933. Occupying 

the bottom right corner on a page dominated by an imposing sketched profile of Virginia 

statesman Richard Henry Lee (this ‘BION’ claimed that ‘Richard Henry Lee – Not Jefferson 

was the Author of the Declaration of Independence’), is the ‘Little Half Girl Freda Pushnik’ 
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(sic).
98

 Her smallness is emphasised by the contrast to Lee’s massive and dignified profile, 

she barely takes up a third of the space reserved for Lee, and her body in its entirety is 

depicted, eyes, clear and bright, gazing outwards at the viewer. The ten year old Frieda wore 

the same Odditorium performer outfit revealed in pitch card photographs from the 1933 

Chicago World’s Fair Ripley exhibit - a white dress with matching headband tied in a bow, 

simultaneously signifying childhood innocence but at the same time contrasting distinctly 

with her confident staring eyes.
99

 The sketched image, if anything, magnified her gaze even 

further than in the photographic Odditorium pitch cards of the period; clearly they were the 

feature which drew Ripley’s attention the most as he sketched the drawing and are suggestive 

of how Pushnik may have chosen to engage with her audience.
100

 Although a textual 

representation of the ‘Little Half Girl’, the caption specifically links the depiction to the 

possibility of witnessing a live Odditorium performance, with the inscription ‘B.I.O.N. 

Odditorium World’s Fair Chicago’, indicating that a key function of the cartoon was 

publicity.
101

 The caption continues claiming that the ‘Little Half Girl’, ‘Born Without Arms 
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or Legs – Yet – Can Thread Needle, Use Scissors, Etc.’, is a feature not solely due to her 

unique body, but due to the combination of her supposedly surprising capabilities in spite of 

being ‘half’ a girl.
102

 Her depicted dress, the written description of her gender-conforming 

abilities, as well as the implied textual invitation to witness her performance as a genuine 

‘Believe It or Not’, therefore highlighted the connection between Odditorium performances 

and Ripley’s pen and ink representations. Pushnik’s eyes, however, also suggest the effect of 

the active participation or force of personality that Odditorium performers managed to 

command on stage, and even in such pen and ink representations. 

Frieda Pushnik’s stylised mode of presentation at the Ripley Odditoriums, therefore 

hinged upon her childish youth and innocence, her cheerfulness as a cute but capable ten year 

old girl, with a body which, in and of itself, must have struck audience members as 

particularly small and vulnerable.
103

 In Odditorium postcard images she was always smiling, 

dressed in white with matching ribbon tied in a bow, sometimes by herself, but at other times 

on the lap of a woman who appears to be her mother.
104

 The image of Frieda with her mother 

is paired with a similar image of Betty Williams, the ’15 Months Old Baby with 4 Legs and 3 

Arms’, also sitting on the lap of a woman who might be either her mother or an attendant 

nurse or carer.
105

 The site of Betty Williams’ deformity is more openly exposed, the body of 

her ‘parasitic conjoined twin’ is completely uncovered and the infant, along with the 

mother/carer both gaze outwards at the camera with expressions of dubious uncertainty. By 
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contrast however, Freda Pushnik and her mother, in the accompanying image, are gazing 

within the frame at each other in a more intimate shot suggesting filial attachment. Frieda is 

dressed in the white, her mother in a plain dark coloured dress, and is reaching out towards 

her mother’s face with her left ‘stumped’ limb.
106

 The contrast of parent or guardian with 

child is emphasised not only through such body language and the position of gaze and facial 

expressions, but also through and in combination with the contrasting and relative exposure 

of bodily difference or ‘deformity’. Pushnik’s single exposed limb, outstretched in affection, 

has none of the exposed impropriety of Williams’ completely uncovered additional body, the 

legs and positioning of which resemble an exposed additional backside.
107

 It is likely not a 

coincidence that Williams was black, while Pushnik was white, suggesting a limit to 

voyeuristic appropriateness.  

  Still, ‘cuteness’ was a marketable and useful presentation style which served the 

entwined but not-identical needs of freak show management and performer. A cheerful able-

bodiedness which emphasised youthful innocence was useful in offsetting the increasingly 

prominent cultural belief that institutionalisation was the appropriate space for the ‘severely 

disabled’, not display for popular amusement.
108

 This equally served Ripley management’s 

concerns about an exhibit being labelled as immoral or exploitative, a charge which would 
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have equally harmed Pushnik’s own economic opportunities at employment on the freak 

show circuit. The related emphasis on positive able-bodiedness also provided Pushnik with a 

more positive and self-affirming representation, which resonated with earlier ‘aggrandised 

status’ representations of freak shows during the 19
th

 century. The Ripley Odditorium 

souvenir pamphlet for the 1935 California Pacific International Exposition described several 

Odditorium performers, including ‘Freda Pushnik’: 

‘Freda is from Johnstown, Pa., and is 14 years old. Although born without arms or 

legs, she has overcome this handicap to the extent that she can do many apparently 

unbelievable things. She writes beautifully, threads a needle, and works jig-saw 

puzzles. At the Ripley “Believe-It-or-Not” Odditorium her cheery smile has won her a 

host of friends.’
109

 

 

While her cartoon depiction had made mention solely of her use of domestic tools such as 

needle and scissors, this description brought into focus her penmanship – a key part of her act 

in later Ripley Odditorium shows as well as for circus sideshows during the 1940s and 

1950s.
110

 The clear focus was Pushnik’s ability to ‘overcome’ her ‘handicap’ in a manner that 

is both cheerful and sociable. By winning a ‘host of friends’ through her ‘cheery smile’, as 

well as her adaptation to numerous largely domestic and gender-conforming tasks, any 

association between severe bodily disability and moral, or mental, or criminal aberration was 

deliberately eschewed.
111

 If Pushnik’s childhood and, by the later 1930s, early adolescence 

made a certain level of ‘cuteness’ somewhat inevitable in her act and stylised presentation, 

emphasising cheerful ability was nonetheless an incredibly useful performance and 

                                                           
109

 All of the 1930s Ripley Odditorium pamphlets and photographic postcards misspelled Pushnik’s first name 

as ‘Freda’, as well as the original 1933 BION cartoon depiction. 
110

 Pushnik’s remarkable penmanship was the result of her following the Palmer school of writing. Taylor, 

"Disarmingly Talented," 7; A. N. Palmer, The Palmer Method of Business Writing  (New York: A.N. Palmer 

Company, 1915). 
111

 In a sense, Pushnik’s presentation thereby challenged her assumed place in what Alan Sekula has called the 

‘shadow archive’, her body’s association in the social terrain with the criminal, the poor, insane and 

diseased.Sekula, "The Body and the Archive," 346-47. Disability studies scholars have revealed the 

longstanding association of disability with criminality, moral questionability, and mental ‘maldevelopment’. 

Baynton, Defectives in the Land, 8, 15; Nielsen, A Disability History of the United States, 69-75, 101-03. While 

racial and gender Others have also been historically associated with criminality and immorality, disability as a 

concept is far looser and emphasises any departure from an ‘unstated physical and functional norm’. As a 

concept it ‘unites a highly marked, heterogeneous group whose only commonality is being considered 

abnormal.’ Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 24. 



286 
 

promotional strategy, all the more necessary when other competing interpretations of severe 

bodily disability abounded, interpretations centred around institutional ‘care’ and separation 

from the broader community.
112

 

As a ‘Little Half Girl’, for all the apparently incongruous cheerfulness and capability 

that Pushnik and her performances conferred, she was essentially displayed in terms of what 

she lacked, as essentially incomplete. Decades later Pushnik would express ambivalence to 

her previous billing as ‘half’ a girl, but counterpoised with a hard-nosed ‘show-must-go-on’ 

attitude which is quite revealing of working sideshow performer perspectives more broadly: 

‘FP: They billed me as a half girl. Just a half girl. Frieda Pushnik, the Half Girl. 

S&A: That show name never bothered you at all? 

FP: No, never. If you let it bother you, you get nowhere. You can’t be too 

sensitive.’
113

 

 

At the 1933 and 1934 Odditoriums, Pushnik was presented and performed alongside others 

whose bodies seemed to connote lack, but with important distinctions that enforced 

underlying age and gender scripts. If the ‘Little Half Girl’ emphasised cheerful can-do able-

bodiedness and supportive, loving filial relationships, male performers with missing limbs 

occupied more assertive roles in their performances and were promoted accordingly. Andrew 

A. Gawley, for example, had been a ‘victim’ of a buzzsaw accident whose hands had been 

replaced by mechanical prosthetic claws. Appearing at the 1934 second season Chicago 

World’s Fair Odditorium, his apparent ‘lack’ of hands was subsumed entirely by a masculine 
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presentation as the ‘Man With Iron Hands’, while the ‘BION’ element was not simply the 

iron hands themselves, but the fact that Gawley himself had constructed them, post-

accident.
114

 The BION cartoon depicted a bespectacled Gawley slouched over a desk as if 

hard at work, his mechanical hands prominently displayed in the foreground, while the 

caption stressed his ability to eat, write and dress himself.
115

  

Gawley’s presentation in Ripley’s BION promotional material could be considered an 

early example of what cultural historian David Serlin has identified in the post-World War 

Two period as a willingness to use physical rehabilitation through prosthetics (and other 

technologies which altered the human body) as an allegory for national rehabilitation. 

Prosthetics, according to Serlin, allowed one to use medical technology as a way of re-

engineering the physical body to accommodate the era’s social mandates – above all, to 

realign oneself with normative masculinities. Gawley’s masculine presentation as a ‘Man 

with Iron Hands’ who built and designed his own hands, easily fits into Serlin’s analysis. 

Gawley’s 1934 Official BION postcard image displayed him seated in suit and tie, 

mechanical hands raised with a tea cup in hand and cutlery before him, while he confidently 

stares directly at the viewer.
116

 Finally, ‘armless wonder’ Paul Desmuke featured on a 1933 

BION postcard where he is shown performing his ‘impalement’ act with his wife Mae Dixon, 

throwing knives around the outline of her body against a wooden board using only his feet to 
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do so.
117

 An ‘armless judge’ from Texas who had opted for a more adventurous career, 

Desmuke’s sideshow act literally put his wife’s life at the mercy of his skilled performance 

by cleverly reinventing a long-standing ‘Wild West’ show routine.
118

 In the process, 

Desmuke redeployed bodily ‘lack’ as daring masculine skill and authority. 

The more commandingly authoritative theatricality of Gawley and Desmuke’s 

performances on the Chicago Odditorium stage, therefore allows for a fuller understanding of 

the ways in which gender intersected with able-bodiedness and informed Pushnik’s cheerful 

domestic routines. Pushnik, Gawley, and Desmuke were all presented and presented 

themselves in terms of their amazing abilities, in spite of bodily loss from birth or through 

industrial accident, yet their stylised modes of presentation were nonetheless remarkably 

distinct and gender normative. For Desmuke and Gawley, bodily lack could be redeployed to 

illustrate narratives of masculine ingenuity (the design and construction of mechanical 

prosthesis), or daring skill (through a William Tell-esque exhibition of male knife-play and 

feminine subject passivity). Only the ten-year-old Pushnik’s bodily lack was associated with 

the equally constrictive domestic routines of an ‘adorable’, if nonetheless highly skilful, little 

American sweetheart. Just as dominant racial discourses circumscribed the level of nudity 

and exposure of the site of her bodily ‘deformity’, gender discourses framed her stylised 

mode of presentation. The gendered scripts that framed Pushnik’s stylised presentation 

hinged upon a childhood sweetness of capable able-bodiedness framed within a feminine 

domesticity narrative which characterised most of the daily tasks she performed, one which 

contrasted sharply with the gender or racially inflected scripts of other Odditorium 
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performers. Ultimately, these racial-gendered discourses sold, and their profitability as 

stylised ways of representing embodied oddity were central concerns to the business of 

human exhibition - for both Ripley management and Odditorium performer alike.
119

  

Yet, the entwined financial interests of Ripley’s BION and Frieda Pushnik were not 

always so easily equated. It seems likely that an emphasis on cheerful childhood gaiety also 

elided the demanding arduousness of Pushnik’s work routines. In interviews given during her 

retirement, Pushnik always emphasised the hard working lifestyle of being a travelling 

performer, whether under Ripley’s management, or that of the Ringling Brothers sideshow.
120

 

In an interview, published in 2005 but conducted before her death in December 2000, 

Pushnik recalled her early days performing in the Ripley Odditoriums. She claimed to have 

performed in some 101 short-stint shows every day for up to 16 hours a day during a 

gruelling performance schedule.
121

 The Odditoriums remained open throughout the 6 month 

World’s Fair seasons, and Pushnik performed in every Ripley World’s Fair Odditorium from 

1933 in Chicago, to the second season at the 1940 New York World’s Fair.
122

 Despite the 

heavy work schedule, Pushnik maintained the Ripley show was ‘first class’, and pointed 

specifically to the Odditoriums’ allowance for performer privacy during the break between 

acts. She described the Odditorium set up as a series of stages arranged in a horseshoe shape, 

with space in the middle to allow for the audience. Each platform and performer had a 

curtain, and, for Pushnik at least, accommodation was provided separate from the 

fairgrounds, with a chauffeur-driven car available as transportation. The work was arduous, 

and the short-run hundred plus shows were designed to entertain such a large and revolving 

crowd, but was also clearly profitable, as such an expensive perk indicates. Very few 
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performers could have boasted such a provision for privacy as private accommodation, 

transport, and a personal curtain.
123

 

 In Pushnik’s recollections of her show, she was the central agent in full control on 

stage, rather than Ripley management or stage directors. Regardless of her youth during the 

early years of her Odditorium performances, Pushnik depicted herself as a confident 

performer who gained immense experience in a very short space of time, but who 

performances were also cut short by profit-making incentives: 

‘I took to it like a duck in the water. I’d show them what I can do and I can’t do. I 

would demonstrate how I write, how I crochet. Some little things like that. After all, 

when you do 101 shows in one day, you don’t have much time to do much. That’s 

how big the crowds were.’
124

 

 

When questioned, during the Shocked & Amazed interview, over her relationship with 

Ripley’s management and whether she was coached through her performances, Pushnik made 

clear who was in really in control of the show:  

‘We had a lecturer and a stage manager. Ugh! I told them what I was going to do. I let 

them lecture on me. They did the same lecture as they did on the Ringling circus… 

They just said where I was born. I attended public school. But they did not 

exaggerate.’
125
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By Pushnik’s account the Ripley show, whether by design or necessitated by the logistics of 

catering to a large crowd through many short and repeated performances, involved almost no 

interaction with the audience – ‘they drew the curtain and that was that’.
126

 She would 

perform her short, and surely by now monotonous routine, demonstrating her skills at 

crochet, needlework, and penmanship, without time to respond to the crowd which was 

quickly turned over. This was a notable difference to her later (1940s and early 1950s) 

performances with the Ringling Brothers sideshow: 

‘But on the circus it was different. You opened up and they were around you all the 

time. Some pretended they were doctors, but you could tell right away they weren’t. 

They would ask you pointed questions. I knew they were not a doctor.’
127

 

 

Audience interaction carried its own pitfalls and dangers. For some of this, performers like 

Pushnik were prepared and coached for by the sideshow management, as was the case when 

clearly intoxicated audience members loudly interjected during performances. According to 

Pushnik, most of the time the crowds were decent, but when dealing with inebriated 

members, the instruction was simply not to respond. Yet, as Pushnik indicated in the passage 

quoted above, audience members, perhaps intent on gaining a more intimate inspection, or 

obtaining an answer to more personal and invasive questioning, could prove willing to 

engage in deception by passing off as medical professionals. Far from being a passive object, 

whose body was sufficient as a an object of freak show display, Pushnik thus revealed that 

freak show performance involved crucial skill in navigating interactions with one’s 

audience.
128

 

 Yet the Ripley show, while willing to engage more ‘garish’ performances and 

‘freakish’ ‘oddities’ in order to increase crowd attendance, was perhaps more uneasy about 

performer-audience interaction. If economic motives prevented a lengthier, more interactive 
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performance, they may have similarly played a role in the decision not to allow ‘inside 

money’ for performers at the Ripley Odditoriums. While the sale of autographed picture 

postcards, life-story pamphlets, or other show-related objects for the personal profit of the 

performer was a longstanding freak show practice, according to Pushnik at least, such ‘inside 

money’ was prohibited.
129

 The official Ripley postcards, crucial surviving evidence of 

stylised modes of performer presentation, were therefore sold not directly by the contracted 

Odditorium performers, and circulated in subtly different ways to previous and contemporary 

freak show promotional material.
130

 

Frieda Pushnik’s BION Odditorium and later freak show experiences therefore 

reveals the intersecting but complex interests of freak show performers and management, 

which were particularly important during the context of American freak shows’ attempt to 

remain culturally tenable during an era of shifting popular taste and opinion concerning 

people with disabilities. Ultimately, her experiences show that in many ways freak show 

‘exploitation’ occurred in this industry most often as it did in other businesses aimed at 

increasing profits – through the work routines demanded by industrial capitalism. Pushnik 

may have worked on stage rather than in a factory, but the monotonous and accelerating toil 

of the repeated, grinding out of short, non-interactive performances was what most forcefully 

stayed with her long after her retirement in California. By characterising her own 

performances not as simply a ‘Little Half Girl’ propped on a chair, Pushnik effectively 

effaced the idea that her show and profits were simply a matter of her bodily uniqueness – 

they were the result of the hard work and toil of freak show life. 
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5.9. Betty Lou Williams: From ‘Normal in every other way’ to ‘No. 1 

breadwinner’ 

At the 1933, 1934 and 1935 Ripley Odditoriums of the World’s Fairs in Chicago and San 

Diego, Betty Lou Williams began her sideshow career as the ‘only living human with four 

legs and three arms’.
131

 Just 12 months old during her first exhibition, her early promotion 

under the Ripley shows, as was the case with Pushnik, emphasised her cheerful normalcy as a 

content and friendly child, as much a part of the amazement of the BION display as 

William’s actual stark bodily difference. A crucial part of her maturing freak show persona 

involved replacing this cheerful child image with one which recognised the true validity of 

her labour. But if Pushnik’s toil revolved around her repeated work routine throughout the 

Ripley Odditoriums of the 1930s and 1940s and her later ability to testify to her hard work 

through post-retirement interviews, Williams found recognition for her labours by leaving the 

Ripley show after 1935 and turning to the Black Chicago press.
132

 Through African American 

print media like Ebony, the Chicago Defender and Jet, Williams was able to present an image 

of herself as a ‘No. 1 breadwinner’, helping to educate her brothers and sisters, purchase a 

Georgia farm for her family, and prepare herself for a Stenography career which did not 

require self-exhibition and the itinerant toils of show life.
133

 While Ripley used the vast print 

media empire of King Features Syndicate to spread his often Orientalist cartoon depictions, 

Williams utilised the more humble, but undeniably important, Black Chicago press to further 

her own performative agenda. By engaging with the Black Chicago press, and by picking and 

choosing which carnival and freak show outfits to contract with - always at top dollar – 
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Williams, akin to Millie and Christine McKoy before her, had the relative freedom to pursue 

a black politics of respectability. This simply wasn’t available within the discourses of the 

Odditorium stage. Williams ultimately died in 1954, when still just 22 years old, and before 

she could complete her technical college degree and realise a career as a Stenographer. 

Nevertheless, her career ‘as a veteran at show business’ was unique for its ability to balance 

the shifting politics of mid-century freak show display with a racial politics of uplift into the 

black middle class.
134

 

‘Those of you who visited the Ripley Odditorium last year no doubt remember the 

feature attraction of last year’s show – little Betty Williams of Albany, Georgia. Betty 

has grown a lot since last year. She can walk now, and talk. I know that any visitor 

from last year will be glad to see Betty again – so here she is – the happy little three-

year-old girl from way down south.’
135

 

 

Betty Lou Williams, ‘the happy little three-year-old girl from way down south’, as she was 

described by her stage lecturer on her return for the 1934 second season Chicago World’s 

Fair Odditorium, in many ways was marketed like her fellow Odditorium performer Frieda 

Pushnik. Both were presented as cute baby performers whose clearly visible bodily 

‘deformity’ was seemingly incongruous with their cheerful demeanour, an emphasis on 

happy playfulness that could offset any potential claims of exploitation, which was 

particularly relevant during a period where the institutionalisation of the ‘disabled’ was 

increasingly the norm.
136

 

 Unlike Pushnik and her assertions of self-direction during her act, Williams’ 

Odditorium performances were clearly dictated to some extent by the fact she was, after all, a 

baby and toddler. After Williams’ introduction as the ‘little three-year-old girl from way 

down south’, her particularly bodily difference was ‘explained’ through the claim that x-ray 

pictures had shown a ‘perfectly developed head inside her chest, just above the right lung’, 
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presumably indicating that her extra limbs were simply a case of an undeveloped conjoined 

twin. According to the performance script for Williams’ exhibition, this scientific 

‘explanation’ was then followed by the assertion that ‘in every other way, Betty Williams is 

perfectly normal.’
137

 From the second season of the Chicago World’s Fair Odditorium, 

Williams would then close by demonstrating how she walked, before waving goodbye at the 

close of the show. The Ripley archives contained two other existing (but undated) excerpts 

from potential lecture spiels on Williams, which similarly emphasised that she was ‘happy 

and mentally normal’, and offered as further evidence of her ‘normality’ the fact that her diet 

matched that of her father, and that she ‘has a smile for everyone, and gets sleepy every few 

hours during the hard schedule of shows in the Odditorium.’
138

 The presentation, therefore 

indicated a certain wariness of the potential for the show to be decried as exploitative, as 

somehow against Williams’ interests, as focused purely on her bodily ‘deformity’ out of 

perverse interest, or being inappropriate due to mental derangement. As was the case with 

Frieda Pushnik, it was important that the audience see Williams as happy, healthy and 

sociable. 

 Yet an important racial and gendered politics also separated the potential ways in 

which the contentedness of the girl from ‘way down south’ contrasted with the cheerful 

domestic able-bodiedness of the ‘Little Half Girl’. For Ripley’s largely-if-not-entirely-white 

audience, Pushnik’s cheerful resilience and purported social normality (‘her cheery smile has 

won her a host of friends’) played on a ‘little Miss America’ image which Williams simply 
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did not have access to as a black toddler from the segregated South.
139

 As an African 

American girl from Albany, Georgia, Williams, in the eyes of a (mostly) northern white 

audience, could not be presented according to the same gender-conforming scripts as 

Pushnik, or, more accurately, those gender performances faced different potential 

interpretation. When Pushnik crocheted or threaded a needle for her audience, it was a 

suggestive and useful tactic for effacing competing and less positive potential understandings 

of her body as severely disabled and appropriate for institutionalisation, or as a visual 

reminder of a supposed need for eugenic social-familial planning. But Williams faced an 

audience used to associating black southern women with subservient domestic labour, rather 

than normative domestic gender roles. 

The ‘cuteness’ of the one to three year old Betty Lou Williams therefore spoke more 

to the consumption of blackness and the ameliorating effect this had on racial anxieties for 

white audiences. While Pushkin’s ‘cuteness’ offset competing interpretations of bodily 

deformity by reinforcing gender normativity, for Williams it hinged upon the white market 

for blackness as performed in ways that reinforced black racial stereotypes of contentment 

and childishness.
140

 The fact that images of Williams and Pushnik appeared alongside one 
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another in one 1933 Odditorium picture postcard spoke as much to the dominant racial codes 

of 1930s America as it did to their shared possession of extraordinary bodies. Their starkly 

different visual presentation in the 1933 Odditorium picture postcard previously examined - 

the exposed nudity of Williams’ ‘deformity’ and the institutional connotations of being 

positioned with a uniformed nurse versus the filial joy evinced by Pushnik and her mother – 

can only be explained by dominant racial discourses.
141

 Clearly black nudity was more 

readily acceptable and publicly consumable during this period.
142

 However this should not be 

overstated, cuteness remained the dominant stylised presentation framework for Betty Lou 

Williams at the Ripley Odditoriums, not erotic sexualisation.
143

 Ripley’s ‘middlebrow’ 

family-oriented entertainment could not condone overt sexualisation, no matter how flexible 

the presentations styles of ‘cuteness’ proved for Williams and Pushnik. Cheerful childishness 

was a useful promotional strategy for both performers, but prevalent racial understandings 

nonetheless informed the ways in which it was utilised. 

A second promotional postcard image, from the 1935 Odditorium at the San Diego 

World’s Fair, further evidences the potential racial strictures behind the greater willingness to 

depict Williams uncovered. This image depicts Betty Lou Williams standing independently, 

nearly completely naked, aside from small white boots and little shorts, her arms crossed so 

as to cover her chest. Her supernumerary body, with the additional ill-formed arm and well-

formed extra pair of legs, is completely exposed, hanging at her side.
144

 This time Williams 

stands completely alone, on her own two feet, but her crossed arms and facial expression 
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suggest uncertainty and trepidation. For whatever reason, it has been decided that a familial 

setting is not necessary, that Williams should be depicted by herself, her body as exposed as 

possible to the viewer’s gaze. While the two to three year old Williams could not have 

fathomed it at that moment, as her show career progressed into the 1940s and 1950s, the 

extent to which she would come to depend on her ability to stand on her ‘own two feet’, as it 

were, would only increase. 

While Frieda Pushnik found employment after the Ripley Odditoriums almost 

immediately with the large and stable Ringling Brothers circus sideshow, Williams worked 

on smaller carnival shows and sideshow outfits at state fairs. Rather than contracting with one 

single sideshow, she chose to contract various shows for the highest bidder, and some sources 

claim she was the highest-paid freak show performer ever, grossing as much as a $1,000 a 

week.
145

 The American vaudeville and freak show trade journal Billboard, through which 

many showmen located different types of freak show performers for upcoming tours, 

regularly featured advertisements which specifically requested Betty Lou Williams by name, 

reflecting the demand her performances could draw.
146

 

By the late 1940s and early 1950s however, Betty Lou Williams gained more stable 

management with showman Dick Best, with whom she performed at several state fairs, 

breaking multiple attendance records in the process.
147

 Yet, the story of how Williams came 

to be managed by Dick Best, as told in Billboard and other mainstream American press 

sources, placed Dick Best at centre of the narrative.
148

 Here, Dick Best heard ‘rumours of a 
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four-legged girl in the backwoods of Georgia’, and determined to verify them for himself. 

After a long search, including being thrown in jail on suspicion of mental instability, he was 

eventually led to her house by a boy whom he paid $1 for information concerning the 

mysterious girl.
149

 The narrative, recounted to the reporter by Best himself, thereby situates 

the showman as a ‘discoverer’ of a mysterious and profitable attraction, despite the fact that 

Williams had been performing for consecutive sideshow seasons for over a decade.
150

 

While trade sideshow journals like Billboard continued to emphasise the mythic role 

of the entrepreneurial showman, Betty Lou Williams found more empowering representation 

through the Black Chicago press, especially with the Johnson Publishing Company, which 

produced a number of pieces on Williams’ life in the early 1950s.
151

 In these publications, 

managers such as Dick Best are completely left out of the narrative, and Williams is 

specifically portrayed as a self-managed sideshow veteran.
152

 A 1951 Ebony article presented 

the nineteen-year-old Williams as an African American success story, a strong woman who 

had used profits from her sideshow career to educate her brothers and sisters, purchase land 

for her parents, and otherwise lift her family from its rural Georgian sharecropping roots into 

the black middle class.
153

 Such a depiction contrasted strongly with both the Ripley 

Odditorium presentations of Williams’ early sideshow experiences as a cheerful baby girl, as 

well as with more contemporary mainstream press accounts that privileged sideshow 

management. For Ebony, Williams was explicitly her own agent, an ambitious business 

woman who supplemented her performances with business and commercial classes at Albany 
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State College, and who intended to become a Stenographer upon completion of her studies.
154

 

Ebony emphasised her financial success as a self-managed performer, her natural business 

acumen, as well as Williams’ plans to continue to educate herself and her family through the 

profits of the sideshow.
155

 Other Black Chicago press publications, such as The Chicago 

Defender, similarly stressed that her sideshow career had not led to her neglecting education 

opportunities but, on the contrary, had allowed her to pay for both her own education and that 

of her brothers and sisters.  

Dick Best was therefore completely jettisoned from the narrative in Black Chicago 

press accounts, amounting to a clear rejection of the entrepreneurial showman narratives, and 

allowing Williams’ hard work and success to operate as nobody’s but her own. Despite being 

only nineteen, Williams was presented as wise beyond her years, fully in control of her life 

and future. She was described as a ‘four-legged girl’, but one in her ‘18
th

 year as sideshow 

attraction’.
156

 Such depiction bolstered Williams’ claims to self-management and 

entrepreneurship, a critical element if the African American readership of Ebony were to 

accept her aspirations to and assertions of black middle class respectability. Any hint of being 

managed or possibly exploited by a white sideshow manager, such as Dick Best, would have 

critically undermined the dominant message of strong, black independence, and consumer 

power.
157
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Nevertheless, there are some clear elements in Ebony’s presentation of Williams 

which resonate somewhat with traditional freak show display. These include her references to 

religion, her own physical mobility in direct contrast to unfortunates and dependents who are 

truly disabled. Williams is quoted in a way which reflects almost exactly Lentini’s 

description of visiting an institution for disabled children and the moment of realisation that 

this served in stirring him out of despondency:   

‘Often people say, “Isn’t that too bad,” but I know there are plenty of people in the 

world worse off than I. I enjoy life very much. God made us all and He knows what is 

best, so I know life is beautiful for God gave it and I enjoy living it.’
158

  

 

In the context of the declining mid-century freak show, these kinds of claims might be read as 

attempts to ward off claims of inappropriate exhibition, or exploitation. However, as 

deployed in the Black Chicago press, Williams’ assertions of self-management and educated 

middle class aspirations take on additional relevance and demand to be taken seriously. 

The Ebony article referred to Williams as in the ‘same category’ as the ‘famed 

Siamese twins’, but in a classification that was less medical, and more reflective of their 

shared celebrity status. In fact, the story had a very limited medical focus, seemingly 

purposefully so, despite the fact that medical explanations for extraordinary bodies had long 

supplanted the more ‘animistic’ interpretations of ‘freakish’ bodies.
159

 The article 

emphasised, almost proudly, that Williams received no medical attention for a week after her 

birth, and was instead delivered by a midwife and taken care of in her family’s rural Georgia 

home. Perhaps this was because of the longstanding historical distrust of the medical 

establishment by black communities that had too often been made subjects for medical 

experimentation, or, equally likely, it was the only affordable option for rural Georgian 

sharecroppers.
160

 Only one image, among the several included in the piece, expressly focused 
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on Williams’ ‘deformity’ or additional body. This was a close-up shot, paired with a caption 

that cited medical advice against surgical intervention.
161

 Ultimately the medical attention 

and biological study of Williams’ ‘condition’ was effectively effaced by the article’s 

dominant message of black female empowerment.
162

  

Other images from the Ebony article depict Williams as a landowner, standing in 

solidarity with her sister on either side of the fence that marks the entrance to their property, 

land bought through Williams’ income as a performer. In this shot Williams is dressed in an 

expensive ‘silk gown’ and ‘gold shoes’, her undeveloped twin covered in a way that simply 

adds to Williams’ commanding physical presence guarding the entrance to her property. 

While the dominant theme is of black sisterhood, it is one which hinges upon and stresses 

land and property ownership, a long contested site of black struggle and resistance to Jim 

Crow efforts to reinstate racial control. Just as Millie and Christine McKoy had recognised 

the importance of securing land for their newly freed parents during the Reconstruction era 

through their own performances, Betty Lou Williams surely understood the exploitation 

landless sharecroppers faced in the South. Williams and her sister’s guard-like pose at the 

property gate therefore demonstrated a powerful black feminine solidarity able to trespass 

upon sites of traditionally male, white authority.
163

  

The cover image for the Ebony article similarly placed Williams at the entrance gate 

in a close up mid-frame shot, her hand assuredly resting on the wooden fence pole. This time 

her ‘deformity’ was exposed, and the caption notes how she ‘suns’ her ‘extra body’, which 
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she ordinarily keeps ‘covered under loose, specially –designed garments which give her 

appearance of expectant mother’.
164

 The image caption thereby hints at Williams’ clandestine 

strategic navigation of everyday public space, through the use of loose garments that make 

her seem with child, rather than Extraordinarily Bodied.
165

 A further image shows Williams, 

in this strategic and clandestine everyday garb, resembling remarkably closely a pregnant 

young lady. She is shown with her father, sharply dressed in a suit, and mother, by a new car 

– presumably bought through Williams’ income. Williams, through her concealed 

Extraordinary Body, is not the expectant mother she appears to be, but the benefactor of the 

family, having paid for the new car, expensive clothes, and the family’s general entrance into 

the black middle class. The message of the image is consistent with black uplift ideology with 

black consumer capitalism at its centre, as presented throughout the issues of Jet, Ebony, Tan, 

and other black periodicals of the period.
166

 

The full significance of Williams’ politics of respectability, through her engagement 

with the Black Chicago press, can only be understood within the context of the 1940s and 

1950s low cultural status of the American freak show. Her claims to respectable middle class 

entrepreneurship were by no means guaranteed to be successful. A Life article detailing the 

1950 Michigan State Fair, for example, grouped an image of Williams performing on stage 

together with one depicting three scantily clad women standing out the front on the bally-

stage, trying to lure men in for the ‘Peep Show’.
167

 The image caption drew attention to a 

little boy in the forefront of the image, gazing up at one of the women as if in boyish wonder, 

while he is nonetheless ‘reassuringly clutching’ a similar-aged girl companion’s hand. The 

Midway carnival sideshow coexisted alongside peep shows and other ‘seamy’ attractions by 
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the 1950s, hence its association with ‘low’ culture by the mid-twentieth century.
168

 

Nonetheless Williams’ image made for quite a contrast to the one of potential boyhood 

corruption at the peepshow. While her robe is partially opened to reveal exposed ‘extra body’ 

before a crowd of onlookers (one of which is a little girl with her mouth literally hanging 

open in astonishment), the caption makes specific reference to her educational aspirations: 

‘FOUR-LEGGED GIRL, Betty Lou Williams, 18, was a top midway attraction. She is a 

sophomore at a Georgia college, works carnivals only in summer.’ The point is further 

emphasised in the image by Williams’ wearing of wire-rimmed spectacles, giving her a 

bookish look that offsets the partial nudity of her exposed extra body.
169

 

Williams also tried engaging with Jet, another Johnson Publishing Company 

periodical, but a shorter, more tabloid-styled magazine with more sensational headlines typed 

in bright red text. In an article entitled ‘I Am A Freak’, Williams reinforced her image as an 

experienced veteran of sideshow exhibition, and attempted to counter the perspectives of 

those who saw her ‘deformities’ as a legitimate reason for self-pity or loathing. Williams 

presented her philosophy, grounded in her religious belief and the material economic 

opportunities her curious embodiment had made possible: 

‘You may ask yourself how you would feel about life if you were born with the 

deformities I possess. Well, it’s tough at first. It is hard seeing people look at you with 

pain or shock, or pity or fear in their eyes. But after a while you get used to it. For 19 

of my 20 years, I have been in the carnival limelight, and chances are I shall remain 

there for years to come. I learned to “take it,” whatever life brought me, when I 

understood at last that God made us all, and for some purpose. I believe I have found 

my purpose in life. It is to be of service to my people, my family and my friends. I 

have been able to give my 14 brothers and sisters in Georgia so many things in life 

which they would not have had otherwise! I have been able to make sure that my 
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mother and father can grow old in happiness and with security just because I am as I 

am.’
170

 

 

She made no attempt to hide the pain of being laughed at, or receiving ‘cruel treatment’, but 

found solace in her religious beliefs and ability to support her family. The article finished 

with Williams announcing her intention to get married to an ‘ordinary man, not a circus 

person’, as soon as she has secured the financial futures of her ‘15 dependents’ (her brothers 

and sisters), as well her plans for a career as a Stenographer. She directly challenged the 

reader’s assumptions about what kind of life such ‘deformities’ entailed: 

‘You see, I’m planning for the future. I want it to be a rich, meaningful one. I’m not 

really so different from you, am I?’
171

 

 

Unfortunately, within two years of publishing the Jet article, Williams suffered a heart attack, 

possibly related to a serious car accident she had been involved in three days before her 

death.
172

 At just aged 22, the ‘Four-Legged Girl’ and ‘No 1. Breadwinner’ found her plans for 

the future cut tragically short. 

Williams should be understood as following in tradition of the racially-gendered and 

class-inflected negotiations performed by both the Bunker and McKoy twins in the mid and 

late nineteenth century.
173

 Williams, the McKoys, and the Bunkers all operated within 

different historical contexts, and quite different periods in terms of the freak show industry 

and business, but all grappled in unique and creative ways with dominant racial-gendered 

understandings of their day, as well as with dominant freak show presentation strategies. 

They deployed tactics which turned freak shows to their own advantage in subtle and 

complex ways, which enabled, not just profitable careers, but an effective response to more 

demeaning racial-gendered stereotypes. Whether during the freak show’s heyday, its 
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transition to circus sideshow, or cultural decline at the outdoor carnival, performers such as 

Betty Lou Williams were never passive subjects in their own exhibition. 

 

5.10. Conclusion 

The differing experiences and perspectives of Robert L. Ripley, Frieda Pushnik, and Betty 

Lou Williams reveals how twentieth century freak show transformations required new 

strategies of presentation for Odditorium performers and BION impresario alike. Linking pen 

and ink representations of extraordinary bodies and non-Western Others - among many other 

unbelievable claims, ‘facts’ or achievements - to live performances of ‘freakery’, the Ripley 

Odditoriums offer insightful glimpses into newfound ambivalence concerning the place of the 

freak in American popular culture during this period. Ripley, while not himself exhibited, 

was deeply invested in how ‘Oddity’ could be presented for consumption by a mass audience 

that thirsted not only for cheap amusement, but was increasingly selective in what was and 

was not appropriate sources for that amusement.
174

 Odditoriums and ‘BIONs’ traded in as 

wide an interpretation of the ‘strange’ and ‘extraordinary’ as possible, without demanding the 

kind of coherence that was already distinguishing established scientific and ‘high art’ 

museums from dime museums, vaudeville and circus or carnival sideshows. For Ripley, 

engaging with the freak show, incorporated under the banner of ‘oddity’, offered a chance to 

expand the BION brand into live performance Odditoriums, but risked associations of 

inappropriate exploitation of the pathological in the name of ‘low culture’ amusement. This 

was a fine line to tread, and one who’s first steps only came about in response to the 

declining ticket sales Pyle faced shortly after the initial opening of the Chicago World’s Fair 

                                                           
174

 In one sense Ripley was on exhibition, if not as a ‘freak’ or physical ‘oddity’, but as a genuine ‘BION’ 

entrant himself. The claim is often made, by Ripley’s BION, for his inclusion in his own collection for a number 

of reasons. Typically these include his extraordinary amount of travel (most countries visited by one person), the 

immense volume of mail he received during his lifetime, or numerous other claims regarding his lifestyle, 

‘BION Island’, and general celebrity. Hellman, "Profiles: Odd Man - I," 20; Hellman, "Profiles: Odd Man - II," 

27; Robbins, "Believe It or Not!," 34-35; Thompson, A Curious Man, 373. 
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Odditorium in 1933. Orientalist discourses mitigated such concerns when non-Western 

peoples were displayed or depicted, while cheerful able-bodied cuteness proved an effective 

stylised mode of presentation for certain young American performers with severe bodily 

difference. As a ‘middle-brow’-styled impresario performer who both benefitted from a 

position of white male affluence, Ripley also had to maintain this same intrepid everyday 

traveller-collector image to validate the incoherency of oddity.  

For Frieda Pushnik, a long-time Odditorium performer whose economic opportunities 

equally hinged upon the profitability of (white) cheerful cuteness and gendered displays of 

domestic ability, her initial economic fortunes were tied to that of Ripley’s BION. 

Nonetheless she went on to privilege her own work ethic, self-directed performer skill, ability 

to handle herself during audience-interactions, and general force of personality, in order to 

convincingly challenge her saleable persona as a ‘Little Half Girl’. While her official BION 

stylised presentation of domestic gender normative cheerfulness was an effective protection 

against dominant feeling that such ‘severe disability’ required institutionalisation, or signified 

incomplete brokenness, Pushnik’s working class claims to rigorous, monotonous toil and 

competent self-directed showmanship (or ‘show-womanship’) equally challenged 

pathologising narratives of bodily difference. 

Similarly, for Betty Lou Williams, navigating freak show transformations involved the 

added complexities of appealing to an ideology of racial uplift, in marked departure from her 

earlier performances of cuteness for largely white Odditorium audiences. Traversing both the 

live stage and print media representation through the Black Chicago press, she too 

emphasised her own self-direction as freak show veteran and breadwinner for her family. Her 

self-presentations therefore enabled her not only to profit financially, but to powerfully 

trespass upon traditional sites of white patriarchal power – namely, land ownership and the 

family wage. Ascension to the black middle class, for Williams and her family, was enabled 
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by freak show performances that never compromised her commitment to her faith, education 

(as well as that of her siblings), or dreams of marriage.
175

 Pushnik and Williams forged very 

different paths away from their initial Odditorium performances of cheery youthfulness, but 

both found unique ways to empower themselves within the declining American freak show. 

When showmen Lou Dufour and C. C. Pyle discussed how to change the financial 

fortunes of the first Ripley’s Odditorium in 1933, ‘born freaks’ were given little 

consideration. Even during the cultural decline of the freak show, performers were therefore 

able to find unique ways to influence their modes of stylised presentation, or understandings 

of their lives and bodies. If a turn towards more ‘grotesque’ and ‘gut-wrenching’ working 

acts, combined with a medicalisation of extraordinary bodies as pathological and in need of 

correction limited their opportunities as performers during the middle third of the twentieth 

century, Williams and Pushnik’s life experiences show how careful self-presentation could 

avoid the performative garish grotesque, childlike cheerful cuteness, or more repressive 

institutional medical control. Ultimately, their performance personalities far surpassed their 

unique bodily materiality as they issued a challenge to their audiences that went well beyond 

‘Believe It or Not’. 
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 I have not addressed the pronounced attention that Williams’ love life drew from the Black Chicago press, 

particularly in the more sensational magazines like Jet. While Ebony had highlighted Williams’ intentions to try 

and lead a normal life through employment as a stenographer and to ‘perhaps even get married’ to ‘an ordinary 

man, not a circus person’, the attention towards her personal life appeared to become more intrusive following a 

betrothal and break up with ‘exposed fake army officer’ Ernest J. Lombard.  Intrusive interest in Williams’ 

personal romantic life reveals the extent to which her gender, as well as her race, impacted upon her minor-

celebrity freak show career and the balance between promotional publicity versus insensitive exposure. "Four-

Legged Girl to Wed Ex-Army Captain,"  14-15; "Four-Legged Girl's Ex-GI Fiance Exposed as Fake Army 

Officer,"  20-21; "Four Legged Girl,"  53; Williams, "I am a Freak," 28. 
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CONCLUSION 

Jack Earle: The Social Construction of a Giant ‘Made’ and 

‘Unmade’ 

 

In what is still the most complete social history of the freak show to date, Robert Bogdan 

began his argument on the ‘social construction of freaks’ with the story, as often recounted in 

circus lore, of how Jack Earle became a giant. In the mid-1920s, Earle was simply a ‘very tall 

University of Texas student’, who was approached by Ringling Brothers circus sideshow 

manager Clyde Ingalls and asked ‘How would you like to be a giant?’ For Bogdan this 

demonstrated what was already well-understood from an insider-freak show perspective – 

that being a giant was not a matter of physiology alone, but of enacting a tradition and 

performing a specific stylised presentation.
1
 What Bogdan did not discuss was how ‘being a 

giant’ also often involved claims to respectability as well as profit, responding to other 

discursive traditions, some of which did regard ‘giantism’ as a matter of physiology – 

dangerously aberrant physiology in need of correction. Giants, and freak show performers in 

general, were made, but could also be unmade. Their performances and ‘stylised 

presentations’ were never uncontested and had to be constantly reified through skilful and 

tactical self-presentation. 

In 1934, well-after Earle had ‘become’ a giant, he voluntarily submitted to a medical 

examination by doctors Allan Rowe and Hector Mortimer, two prominent medical men in the 

expanding field of endocrinology.
2
 Rowe and Mortimer were particularly interested in the 

effects on the skull shape and size caused by the ‘overactivity’ of the pituitary gland. They 

specifically located their study within the medical and scientific history of ‘Acromegaly’, 

since its ‘discovery’ as a condition caused by ‘an overproduction of the internal secretions of 

                                                           
1
 Bogdan, Freak Show, 2-3, 25; Bogdan, ‘The Social Construction of Freaks’, 24. 

2
 Allan Winter Rowe and Hector Mortimer, ‘Endocrine Studies: XLII. A Note on Acromegaly with the Report 

of a Case,’ Endocrinology, vol. 18, no. 1, (1934): 20-32. 
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the pituitary gland’ in the late nineteenth century, by the French neurologist Pierre Marie.
3
 

Their brief examination was performed while Earle was on tour in Boston, with the 

understanding that he would be ‘thoroughly studied at a later date’, although this later 

appointment appears not to have taken place.
4
 After securing a short history of his childhood 

(no significant illnesses, athletic, but forbidden from playing football due to prospect of 

injury), they recorded Earle’s physical measurements, the quantity and composition of his 

urine, his blood morphology and chemistry, respiratory capacity, examined his eyes and 

vision, before making several skiagrams and x-rays of his bones and skull – the purported 

principal focus of the study.
5
 Jack Earle’s perspective on the examination is unclear, although 

Rowe and Mortimer praised his kind cooperation and claimed to have confined their study 

purely to that which conformed best to ‘the patient’s freedom of time and his convenience.’
6
 

While he did show signs of ‘nervous instability’, when his respiratory capacity was being 

measured through use of a spirometer, ultimately Earle had a large degree of control over his 

examiners’ actions.
7
 Unlike Millie and Christine McKoy’s painful ordeal in 1871 at the hands 

of William Pancoast, Earle was in a strong position to control the boundaries and terms of his 

examination, which he made conform to his performing schedule. His examination was 

relatively non-intrusive and as a financially secure white man, who also had tremendous 

stature, he had little to fear from the two doctors. 

Nonetheless, Earle was, in the eyes of Mortimer and Rowe, a patient. One who 

suffered from a defective pituitary gland that accounted for the ‘thickening of the skull, the 

enlargement of all the paranasal and other sinuses, the jaw deformity, the huge hands and 

                                                           
3
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 20. See also Bodin and Hershey, It's 

A Small World, 25-26; Pierre Marie and Souza-Leite, Essays on Acromegaly, (London: The New Sydenham 

Society, 1891). 
4
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 21. 

5
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 20-32. 

6
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 21-22. 

7
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 25. 
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feet’, in addition to his ‘great height’.
8
 The examination confirmed that Earle was a ‘typical’ 

case of Acromegaly (‘Type 1’, to be specific), and to this extent his bodily difference was 

accounted for in terms of physiological error, an error which, at that very moment, 

endocrinology was attempting to ‘cure’ through hormonal extracts and surgical intervention.
9
 

Earle the Texas University student who ‘became’ a giant, had been ‘unmade’, in the eyes of 

the medical profession, into just another abnormal patient with a glandular disorder. 

Whatever strategies he employed on stage to emphasise his stature, regardless of the different 

life-story narratives he recounted and sold to his audience, Earle the ‘giant’ was unmasked 

and reconstructed as an example of pathology through scientific-medical discourse. 

Maintaining that ‘mask’, making it resonate, challenge, or conform with historically specific 

race, gender and disability formations and understandings of bodily normalcy, was how 

performers with extraordinary bodies demonstrated agency in the American freak show. 

 

Historicising the Freak Show 

American freak shows and the performers who negotiated the various different stages of dime 

museums, circus sideshow tents, vaudeville halls, private levy rooms, and ‘Odditorium’ 

exhibition platforms, all performed within historical specific regimes of normalisation. The 

freak show itself was always fluid, a changing mix of presentation styles and performance 

contexts, which responded to historically specific race, gender and disability formations, 

along with dominant ideals of extraordinary bodies and bodily normalcy. When Lentini posed 

shirtless for his promotional material he responded to specific and new ideals of whiteness 

and masculinity, distinct from Chang and Eng Bunker’s claims to Southern respectability and 

paternal authority when they took to the stage later in their careers.
10

 The formations of race, 

gender and able-bodiedness that these distinct performances challenged, reinforced and 

                                                           
8
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 32. 

9
 Rowe and Mortimer, ‘A Note on Acromegaly with the Report of a Case’, 27, 32. 

10
 See Chapter One. 



312 
 

otherwise responded to were reflective of different moments in American history and culture. 

Performers shaped their acts accordingly. 

Aside from the distinct disability, race and gender formations during the hundred years of 

mainstream freak show display analysed in this dissertation, the freak show confronted 

specific historical changes in popular culture and medicine. I have demonstrated how the 

bifurcation of American culture into spheres of ‘high’ and ‘low’ in place of nineteenth 

century ‘shared culture’, as outlined by cultural historian Lawrence Levine, affected the 

position of freak show entertainment and the performance strategies that were consequently 

available to freak show performers.
11

  Nineteenth century popular museum establishments, 

including but not limited to Barnum’s American Museum, as well as openly farcical 

theatrical productions of Shakespeare were part of this same shared public culture. If 

dismissing the popular consumption of Shakespeare by American audiences during this 

period is to ignore the extent to which Shakespeare had been incorporated into popular 

culture, then treating American freak shows anachronistically as ‘low’ entertainment equally 

misconstrues their central role in mainstream ‘rational amusement’.
12

  There was nothing 

‘dirty’ or ‘unseemly’ about visiting the American Museum and countless other dime 

museums in major American cities during the mid-nineteenth century, nor did the ‘private 

levees’ of highly successful freak show performers (such as Chang and Eng Bunker, as well 

as Christine and Millie McKoy) before elite patrons attract moral condemnation, providing 

crucial opportunities for such performers to lay claim to the respectability of their audience’s 

milieu. If claims of ‘humbug’ and deception did carry the potential to harm a performer’s 

reputation and status, this did not reflect the status of the freak show as a form of popular 

entertainment in and of itself.  

                                                           
11

 Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 7-9, 207-08. 
12

 As Lawrence Levine has written: ‘Shakespeare was presented as part of same milieu inhabited by magicians, 

dancers, singers, acrobats, minstrels, and comics.’ Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 21-23. On the concept of 

‘rational amusement’, see Bogdan, Freak Show, 30. 
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Dime museums, in particular, reflected the nineteenth century historical process of 

increasing cultural differentiation and sacralisation through cultural shifts in whether 

museums should perform the function of ‘temples’ that enshrined articles and knowledge of 

value, versus the less hegemonic understanding of museums as participatory public ‘forums’ 

of debate, confrontation, and experimentation.
13

 Barnum’s American Museum, with its live 

animal displays, emphasis on temperance, large reconstructed dioramas of natural wonders, 

lecture halls, theatrical performances, and freak show performers, had attempted to perform 

both functions. Lower-class dime museums in New York’s Bowery often evidenced less 

concern in uplifting its patrons. By the twentieth century, few, if any, museums tried to 

function as both ‘temples’ and ‘forums’.  

Early twentieth century freak show exhibitions, whether at World’s Fairs, on carnival 

midways, or in sideshows attached to traveling circuses, reflected a popular culture geared 

around pure entertainment - ‘amusement’ without pretence to enlightenment.
14

 While they 

were often still big business, freak shows had literally become ‘sideshows’, whether to the 

Big Top at the circus, or the seaside and large mechanical rides of Coney Island. They 

performed, not across from waxwork figures of famous men or a large-scale diorama of the 

Niagara Falls, but alongside large mechanical attractions across the midway from 

Steeplechase Park. Long-time show manager Ward Hall has claimed that it is not so much the 

‘moralising’ of the freak show that was ultimately responsible for its cultural demise, but 

rather competition with the thrill rides, which were far easier and cheaper to maintain than a 

competitive variety of different sideshow performers, and have increasingly dominated 
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 Harrison, The Temple and the Forum, x-xv, 33-34. 
14

 Ethnological exhibits and ‘congresses’ at World’s Fairs were a notable exception to this. These were still very 

much presented as edifying exhibits, encased in specific ethnological racial discourses, rather than that of 

‘amusement’. Such shows displays have not been a main focus in my dissertation, but nonetheless provided 

important context to freak show performances. See Rydell, All the World's a Fair, esp.154-83. 
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fairgrounds and carnival midways.
15

 The bifurcation of American culture into separate 

spheres of ‘high’ and ‘low’ taste, along with the related change in museum settings as arbiters 

of knowledge and high art instead of public forums for supposedly democratic ‘rational 

amusement’, not only increasingly relegated freak shows to ‘low’ entertainment, they created 

an increasingly competitive outdoor amusement market. 

 For extraordinarily bodied people who worked as freak show performers, another 

significant historical and cultural change in America across the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century included the ‘disenchantment’ of an animistic worldview, first outlined by Jackson T. 

Lears. My historical conceptualisation of the freak show, and the possibilities for self-

representation it offered extraordinary bodied performers, hinges upon this crucial shift in 

modernity. Lears identified critical changes in the ‘commercial fables’ employed in American 

advertising and situated them within a larger historical thesis concerning America’s cultural 

shift from animistic understandings of the world, to an individualistic ideal driven by 

bureaucratic rationality and industrial capitalism.
16

 ‘Abundance’ narratives steeped in 

animistic conceptualisations that promised magical transformation, through patent medicines, 

the ‘influence’ of powerful magnetists and their mysterious techniques, or the power to 

control the heavens through the part-technical and part-magical powers of the lightning rod 

man, as well as freak show performers whose bodies suggested the inexplicable wonder of 

God or Nature, operated before the disenchanted idiom of production and efficiency.
17

 

Understanding freak show performers alongside this crucial cultural shift in worldviews lends 

support to Rosemarie Garland Thomson’s thesis concerning how ‘extraordinary bodies’ 
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 O'Brien, King of the Sideshow! Ward Hall, 185-86; Ron Grossman, "Here's the Pitch: Step Right Up and Meet 

Ward Hall, the King of the Sideshow Talkers," Chicago Tribune, March 3, 1994., 13; Ray Waddell, "Circus 

Performer/Show Owner/Author Hall Changes with the Times," Amusement Business, September 1991., 3, Small 

Collections, RLPLRC, Circus World, Baraboo, WI. 
16

 Lears, Fables of Abundance, 2, 87-90, 109-11.  
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 Lears, Fables of Abundance, 45-47, 61-70, 95-99. Lears does not mention freak shows or freak show 

performers specifically. However, early freak shows fit perfectly into his historical conceptualisation of 

animistic worldviews. 
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shifted from socio-cultural icons signifying wonder to pathological examples of bodily 

‘error’.
18

 Medical narratives surrounding ‘extraordinary bodies’, had contributed to this early 

iconography of wonder by portraying such bodies as inexplicable examples of the range of 

bodily variance, but by the turn of the century were increasingly depicting freak show 

performers as having ‘conditions’ in need of ‘treatment’, as being unacceptable as objects of 

popular amusement.
19

 

 

Agency and the Medical Pathologisation Narrative of Freak Show Decline 

Ultimately changes in how the ‘extraordinary body’ was interpreted - its medicalisation, 

along with the accompanying changes in popular culture - spelt the end of the mainstream 

freak show by the Second World War. While it is important not to falsely claim that the freak 

show disappeared entirely, or didn’t shift into other more acceptable entertainment domains 

(horror movie genres, for example), nonetheless the freak show as it existed in nineteenth and 

early twentieth century was no more. Thomson’s historical narrative regarding the medical 

pathologisation of ‘extraordinary bodies’, and the resulting decline in their acceptability as 

objects for popular consumption is now (mostly) accepted in freakery studies as the dominant 

consensus.
20

  

However, in this dissertation I have made two crucial contributions to this historical 

narrative. First of all, regardless of how influential medical discourses were, freak show 

performers were neither silent nor passive in response to new pathologising narratives 

concerning their bodies. While previous freakery studies scholars have recognised the 

existence of resistant agency among some well-known freak show performers, I have 

extended these analyses to provide new historical information on freak show performer 
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 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 57-58; Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 57-58; Thomson, ‘From Wonder to 

Error - A Genealogy of Freak Discourse in Modernity’, 12-13. 
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 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, 56-58. 
20

 Elizabeth Stephens, "Twenty-First Century Freak Show: Recent Transformations in the Exhibition of Non-

Normative Bodies," Disability Studies Quarterly 25, no. 3 (2005). 
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strategies and their historical contexts. This is particularly reinforced by the chapters in this 

dissertation that focus on twentieth century freak show performers. For example, Francesco 

Lentini, the subject of Chapter Three, refused to let the diminishing power of ‘freakish’ 

bodies to draw astonishment and wonder limit his performative career opportunities. Instead, 

he chose to adapt how he presented his three-legged body by positioning it as a youthful, 

efficient, powerfully productive white male body, and strategically tapped into new 

mechanised models of the human body and anxious demands for robust masculinity. 

Similarly, Buddie Thompson, discussed in Chapter Four, refused to let 1930s medical and 

eugenic science and the glandular narratives surrounding short-statured people, as well as 

offensive popular stereotypes of psycho-sexual ‘compensation’ narratives, stand 

unchallenged. Like Lentini, Thompson did not revert to older presentation strategies, but 

crafted new strategic engagements, evoking his own glandular hierarchy and providing a 

withering analysis of his own audience. Finally, in the fifth chapter, I demonstrated how 

Betty Lou Williams deployed her extraordinary body as the main reason for her and her 

family’s ascent into the black middle class, as a powerful source of racial uplift and 

educational opportunity – not a disabling sign of pathology. Frieda Pushnik too challenged 

the assumptions of her audience, and even her early performances predicated on child-like 

innocence and bodily lack, through her strategy of allying herself with working class toil 

deserving of appropriate remuneration. 

Secondly, this dissertation builds on the still relatively under-investigated challenges 

faced by freak show performers prior to the twentieth century, when freak shows still were an 

accepted part of mainstream entertainment and popular edification. Performers faced crucial 

challenges and obstacles – from medical men and their popular audience more broadly during 

the heyday of the American freak show. The medical pathologisation argument, and its focus 

on the period following the turn of the century, must not obscure the very real conflict and 
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contested engagements freak show performers had with scientific medicine before this. While 

their relationship was generally a mutually beneficial one (‘authentication’ for the performer 

as a ‘genuine’ lusus naturae, and career advancement for the physician), the interests of 

physicians and freak show performers were not one and the same.
21

  

Even if a medical examination was a standard part of the freak show during this period, 

freak show performers could (and did) find them intrusive and potentially abusive.  Chapter 

One of my analysis has provided a detailed examination of how Millie and Christine chose to 

deny physicians the opportunity to examine their bodies once they had gained full control 

over their own exhibition, as well as the very real harm they faced from the medical 

community (as became all too clear during their 1871 examination by William Pancoast). 

Their mostly-successful rejection of close medical interest was empowered by their ability to 

claim respectability as black women who were also ladies of global sophistication and high 

moral character. Chang and Eng Bunker meanwhile, whose performer engagements and lives 

are also outlined in the first chapter, demonstrated the value their performer strategies had in 

challenging infantilising and effeminising stereotypes of Oriental slavishness and 

dependence, once they were able to perform ‘under their own direction’. While at times they 

defended themselves visibly against the medical community with the threat of physical 

violence, more importantly they defended their image through the construction of identities 

as respectable (and anti-black) Southern gentlemen – hardworking owners of land, slaves, 

and patriarchs in their homes and families. 

Neither of these claims are revolutionary new insights which will overturn the field of 

freakery studies. However, by drawing upon the theoretical perspectives on freakery outlined 

by scholars such as Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Rachael Adams, and Michael Chemers I 

have contributed new historical knowledge of the lives and strategic negotiations of specific 
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freak show performers. Their individual negotiation demands attention from a field which is 

still too heavily reliant upon the study of literary and other representations of freakery, rather 

than greater historical focus on the lives of those who have negotiated those dominant 

representations. 

 

Freak Show Performers and Claiming Respectability 

It is necessary that any accurate historical account of the freak show and its actors take 

seriously performer claims to respectability – something which is still often dismissed in 

academic scholarship on freakery. For example, American Studies scholar Thomas Fahy, 

claimed that freak show performers of the ‘aggrandized status’ mode of stylised presentation, 

were simply enacting affection for middle and upper class trappings and behaviours. He 

described performers’ photographic practices in the following terms: 

‘Often surrounded by domestic furnishings, the freak enacted affection for middle- 

and upper-class trappings and behaviors. Bearded ladies wore elegant gowns, and 

armless gentlemen spent the afternoon drinking tea, holding the cups with their feet. 

But like an oversized winter coat, nothing about these images fit… The freak was not 

part of this community but someone who reaffirmed the cultural superiority of the 

onlooker. This presentation of freakishness placed conformity at the center of middle-

class values, equating the deviant body with extreme individualism.’
22

 

 

Fahy emphasised what such photographs meant to the ‘normal onlooker’, not what these 

photographic strategies meant to the performer. Freak show performers did not naively 

promote the elite and middle-class conformist values of a community which had ostracised 

them. Neither did they, as similarly claimed by photographic history scholar Michael 
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 Fahy included a promotional photograph of Charles Tripp (labelled ‘Charles Tripp with Tea Cup’) as an 

example of the so-called ill-ftting ‘oversized winter coat’ quality of the performers’ pitch-cards: ‘Every detail 
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laid-out on the floor in the image. Such ability-emphasising evidence of his workmanship challenge a parodic 

reading of the picture as a whole. Regardless of how ‘incongruous’ the bourgeois class trappings of freak show 

portraiture may have seemed to Fahy, and possibly for some audience-goers as well, for Tripp they were part of 

a broader strategy of self-representation. Fahy, Freak Shows and the Modern American Imagination, 2-4. 
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Mitchell, amount to a ‘game of pretend’ of indulgent self-delusion.
23

 If freak show performer 

agency is to be taken seriously, as my study has done, their claims to respectability need to be 

treated accordingly – with respect. These were not merely parodic pretences, but canny 

strategies developed in specific historical moments and catering to specific gender, race and 

disability formations. In other words, not only did the coat fit, it was worn in a strategic way, 

aimed at provoking a particular reaction – with style. 

The failure to take seriously freak show performer claims to respectability stems from the 

fact that academic freak show scholarship still has not moved beyond the perspective of the 

presumably ‘normative’ spectator. Even Thomson’s historically-grounded thesis 

conceptualises the freak show from the perspective of their audience – as a spectacle which 

essentially affirms the spectator’s own self-identity and assuages the anxieties of modernity 

and industrialisation.
24

 The bodies of ‘freaks’ are icons upon which society has inscribed its 

own fears and vulnerabilities. While such an account has the advantage of recognising that 

Otherness and stigma says more about the society than the individual with the extraordinary 

body, an insight that comes directly from Thomson’s own work in disability studies 

scholarship, it needs to be balanced with an account that recognises a fuller range of freak 

show performer strategies of self-presentation.  

The lives and careers of the performers discussed in this thesis were varied, complex and 

often contradictory. They ran the full gamut from slave to slave-owner, from the experience 

of transatlantic immigration to claiming ownership over the land on which one’s enslaved 

ancestors had worked. The performers I have focused upon at times evinced working class 

sensibilities, and at other times put on aristocratic airs. Some expressed ideals of equality in 

religious terms, while others espoused racist hierarchies steeped in discourses of biology and 

endocrinology. While at times they sought strategic alliances with medical men and 
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institutions, at others they wholeheartedly refused to engage with the medical/scientific 

community. None of them were silent or accepted what they were told about their bodies, 

opportunities and social position. They all positioned themselves in strategic ways against 

racial, disability and gender-specific regimes of normalisation, as active agents in their own 

histories. 
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