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EvA ANDERSEN 

From Spectacle to Specimen

Exploring Itinerant Showpeople’s Roles in 
Circulating Natural History Knowledge in 
Nineteenth-Century Western Europe

▼ reSearch article
▼ abStract  Amidst the nineteenth-century funfair, 
traveling menageries were an important and lucrative 
attraction providing light-hearted entertainment as well as 
circulating knowledge on natural history. This article delves 
into the multifaceted nature of knowledge creation, 
facilitation, and circulation by focusing on menageries as 
knowledge arenas, their owners as knowledge actors, and 
exotic animals as knowledge objects. Menagerie proprietors 
had different roles as entertainer, entrepreneur, expert, and 
facilitator: bridging gaps between various social groups, 
institutions, and geographical locations that resonated far 
beyond the confines of the fairground. It was this facilitating 
role that allowed menageries to function as multifaceted 
knowledge arenas: becoming an entertainment venue, 
school, artist atelier, or laboratory depending on the people 
that menagerie owners interacted with; and in its wake 
transforming these exotic animals into study objects, 
paintings, photos, and specimens. While knowledge 
creation, facilitation, and circulation are intertwined 
processes, engaging a diverse array of actors, research has 
oftentimes focused more on knowledge creators, offering 
a partial view. In exploring the multifaceted nature of 
knowledge, this article draws attention to the often invisible 
actors that played a facilitating role in the process of 
knowledge circulation.
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Historians increasingly advocate for a broader definition of knowledge: one 
that extends beyond scientific organizations; includes knowledge in people’s 
everyday lives; and considers the knowledge actors, objects, and arenas that 
contribute to its circulation.1 These aspects we find nowhere better than at 
the nineteenth-century funfair: attractions were set up in the middle of city 
and town squares, and enjoyed and marveled at by people of all ages and 
from all social backgrounds. Although we associate funfairs with light-hearted 
entertainment, they represented one of the only places where the general 
public encountered the latest advancements in science, medicine, art, and 
technology.2 Attractions served as hubs where various forms of knowledge 
intersected and even traversed beyond the confines of the fairground.

A Multifaceted Lens on Natural History Knowledge

To better understand the process of knowledge circulation between different 
social groups, I focus on the relations between funfair entrepreneurs and 
sedentary society, and in particular on traveling menageries which entertained 
audiences through the display of exotic animals. While zoological gardens 
and natural history museums have been studied extensively, menageries have 
received less attention, as signaled by Helen Cowie.3 Several scholars, such 
as Cowie and Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, have addressed this gap by focus‐
ing, respectively, on menageries’ educational aspects in the United Kingdom 
and their educational and artistic components in Germany.4 By examining 
menageries in Western Europe, specifically France and Belgium, I aim to add 
to this body of work. I focus in particular on the multifaceted knowledge 
exchanges that were possible, as menageries attracted many different visitors 
such as children and their families, amateur zoologists, painters, photogra‐
phers, museum conservators, and scientists.

1 Östling et al., Knowledge Actors; Östling et al., Forms of Knowledge; Sarasin, “Another Speciality”; 
Dupré and Somsen, “History of Knowledge”; Östling et al., Circulation of Knowledge; Sarasin, “Wissens­
geschichte.”

2 Wynants, “Wetenschap op de kermis”; Da Rocha Gonçalves, “Maju”; Wynants, “Travelling Lantern”; 
Podgorny, “Travelling Museums.”

3 For example: Madruga, “Authentic Provenance”; Hochadel, “Science at the Zoo”; Hochadel, “Global 
Player”; Reinert, “Betwixt”; Woods, “Doctors”; Cowie, “Elephants”; Cowie, “Exhibiting Animals”; 
Bruce, Lion Gate; Hochadel, “Watching Exotic Animals”; Mehos, Artis; Hochadel, “Science”; Baratay 
and Hardouin-Fugier, Zoo; Kohlstedt, “Reflections on Zoo History”; Flint, “American Showmen”; 
Hoage and Deiss, New Worlds.

4 Cowie, Empathy; Cowie, “Elephants”; Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 88–131.
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While itinerant showpeople’s role as animal keepers or animal traders is 
acknowledged to a certain extent in current research, references are secondary 
and very brief.5 I argue that menagerie owners assumed a central role in 
directly or indirectly creating, facilitating, and circulating knowledge to a di‐
verse set of people in different locations. Östling et al. recently emphasized 
that investigating the roles and communities in which knowledge actors are 
embedded, including the agency of less visible actors, is essential.6 Menagerie 
owners assumed multiple roles as entrepreneur, entertainer, educator, expert, 
and facilitator. Their role as knowledge brokers is not immediately apparent, as 
itinerant showpeople were socially and economically marginalized by society 
during the nineteenth century. They also largely lived and worked in their own 
community, often referring to themselves as one large family.7

The space wherein a knowledge actor resides is crucial. As such, menageries 
functioned as knowledge arenas—a term coined by Östling to define platforms 
that shape or promote knowledge or constrain it from circulating.8 While 
menageries’ physical makeup stayed the same, the extent of possible exchanges 
depended on their geographical location and the socio-political acceptance 
of menageries. Furthermore, knowledge and information not only converged 
within menageries but also traversed to other knowledge arenas (e.g. universi‐
ties or museums). In this sense, menageries also took on a multifaceted shape. 
The exotic animals residing in menageries also functioned as multifaceted 
knowledge objects that were geographically circulated and/or physically trans‐
formed from living animals into drawings, statues, pictures, and specimens.

I want to stress this multifaceted nature because research often tends to re‐
main confined to one type of knowledge, actor, arena, or object. An exception 
herein is the work of Johannes Westberg, who explicitly traced how teachers as 
knowledge actors have various roles as educators, authors, researchers, admin‐
istrators, and politicians within different knowledge arenas.9 To underscore my 
argument, I will focus on the actors, objects, and arenas involved and their 
intricate circulation processes. By looking at natural history through the lens 
of the history of knowledge, and with a focus on a marginalized group such as 
itinerant showpeople, we gain more insights into the circulation of knowledge 
between different types of people and places, and shed light on how these 
actors and arenas functioned.

Funfairs have been a central part of West European culture since the Mid‐
dle Ages, with Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands 
as important travel axes for itinerant showpeople. Other countries, such as 
Switzerland, Italy, Austria, Spain, and Sweden, have similar funfair traditions. 
Western Europe, and particularly France and Belgium, was chosen for its role 

5 For example: Cowie, “A Tale,” 592, 601; Cowie, “Exhibiting Animals,” 302–3.
6 Östling et al., “Revisiting Agency”; Bach, “Marginalized Knowledge.”
7 Andersen, “Unfairness.”
8 Östling, “Circulation,” 122.
9 Westberg, “Multifaceted Knowledge.”



272 eVa andersen

as a gateway hub, and the availability of several digitized sources. While funfairs 
have a long tradition, the late nineteenth century marked the height of the 
funfair and was also a period when several scientific and technical evolutions 
took place (e.g. invention of the steam engine and electricity, advances in 
medicine) that also transformed the fair. Itinerant showpeople were often 
the first to adopt new technology in their shows. It was also the heyday of 
traveling menageries and zoological gardens, driven forward by the expansion 
of zoological science and influenced by the globalization of trade and coloniza‐
tion, resulting in a “natural history craze” where the bourgeoisie and middle 
class became increasingly interested in collecting and learning about natural 
specimens.10

Sources of Information about Itinerant Showpeople

To trace the networks in which itinerant entrepreneurs moved and the diverse 
connections they formed, I draw on a wide variety of sources. These include 
specialized periodicals for itinerant showpeople such as the French journal 
Le Voyageur Forain (1883–1923) and the Belgian periodical La Comète Belge 
(1905–1925), which total over 1,100 journal issues across circa 40 years. They 
informed forains about future funfairs, how and where to apply for a place, 
discussions of practical and social problems, job postings, advertisements, and 
much more.11 Furthermore, I use publications from scientific societies such as 
the Bulletin de la Société zoologique de France, the Bulletin de la Société d’histoire 
naturelle de Toulouse, and the Bulletin de la Société des amis des sciences naturelles 
de Rouen. These journals were published by their respective association and 
included meeting discussions, smaller communications of work-in-progress, 
relevant faits-divers, and the publication of fully fledged papers. These sources 
are useful to see whether and in what context showpeople were mentioned 
as it relates to natural history. In addition, I consulted different newspapers 
from France (e.g. L’Indépendant des Basses-Pyrénées, Le Petit Parisien), Belgium 
(e.g. La Meuse, Gazette de Charleroi), and Switzerland (e.g. La Suisse libérale, 
La Tribune de Genève) from the 1880s to the 1910s. Because newspapers often 
reported about funfairs, they can give us more detailed information about 
attractions than we can find anywhere else, as traveling showpeople leave only 
very minimal traces due to their itinerant nature.

All these materials were sourced from platforms such as the HathiTrust 
Digital Library, BelgicaPress (Royal Library Belgium), Gallica (Bibliothèque 
nationale de France), and e-newspaperarchives (Bibliothèque nationale suisse-
Médiathèque Valais). Already digitized material, such as the newspapers, were 
accessed through digital repositories. Other material, such as the showpeople 

10 Coote et al., “Commerce,” 320–27; Kohlstedt, “Reflections on Zoo History,” 3; Veltre, “Menageries,” 19.
11 Andersen, “Precious Tool.”



froM sPeCtaCle to sPeCiMen 273

periodicals, was (partly) digitized through the resources provided by the 
European Research Council-funded SciFair project,12 and acquired through 
various national libraries’ scanning services. Due to the large quantity of these 
showpeople journals, scientific bulletins, and newspapers, relevant information 
(e.g. mentions of specific people and attractions, or particular words such as 
“science” or “menagerie”) was either found via digital repositories’ keyword 
search engines when files were not downloadable, or accessed via text files 
generated from PDFs, and analyzed with the text mining tool AntConc. These 
distant-reading techniques were continuously combined with close reading the 
sources.

Lastly, I consulted letters from and to menagerie owners and ledgers giving 
information on the animals sold or donated from the municipal archive of 
Rouen and four natural history museums (Genève, Toulouse, Lille, Bordeaux).

Menageries as Itinerant Zoos

Zoological gardens and traveling menageries offered entertainment through 
the display of exotic animals, capitalizing on their mysteriousness, exotic looks, 
and dangerousness. Their functions and activities were largely similar: both 
provided leisure and education, used similar practices to care and train animals, 
and had a (semi-)scientific purpose. Animals and personnel were also some‐
times exchanged, further contributing to their similarities.13 Yet nineteenth-
century contemporaries distinguished between the two, as zoos and traveling 
menageries sought to set themselves apart to create a particular perception.14

Zoological gardens depicted themselves as respectable, scientific, educational, 
and morally sound establishments that had nothing to do with “unscientific” 
menageries, which only drew customers with “sensational” spectacles.15 Trav‐
eling menageries in turn advertised themselves as amiable, impeccable, and 
safe establishments due to the animals’ good training, and with valuable collec‐
tions resembling those of zoos.16

Nonetheless, there are differences that impacted the scope and outreach 
of zoos and menageries. The most obvious is of course zoological gardens’ 
permanent location, while itinerant menageries traveled from place to place 
and were hosted in (decorated) tents and barracks, some of which could be 
quite large [Fig. 1]. Ménagerie Bidel, for instance, had a façade of 70 meters 
long, and Ménagerie Pianet had a surface area of 1,200 square meters.17

12 “Science at the Fair: Performing Knowledge and Technology in Western Europe, 1850–1914,” Univer­
sity of Antwerp, www.scifair.eu.

13 Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 86–87; Burkhardt, “A Man”; Peel, Zoological Gardens of Europe.
14 Rothfels, Elephant Trails, 154–56; Reinert, “Betwixt,” 182–84; Burkhardt, “Lion keeper,” 139.
15 Cowie, “Exhibiting Animals,” 12–13, 19–23, 299–304.
16 Grande Ménagerie Européenne; Belle ménagerie Lozérienne; Ménagerie Veuve Pezon.
17 La Meuse, October 2, 1880; Journal d’Indres-et-Loire, August 11, 1897.

http://www.scifair.eu
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In addition, zoological gardens mainly emerged in large, economically vi­
brant, and industrial cities, such as the Ménagerie du Jardin des plantes in Paris 
(1793), the Gardens of the Zoological Society in London (1828), the Société 
Royale de Zoologie in Antwerp (1843), or the Zoologischer Garten in Berlin 
(1844).18 While they first mainly catered to the upper and affluent middle 
classes, this soon changed to a broader segment of society, as maintenance 
costs were considerable. In 1903, one could, for example, enter the zoological 
gardens of Marseille, Antwerp, or Berlin for the price of 1 franc/mark.19

Since the Middle Ages, street entertainers had traveled around with bears 
and other exotic animals to entertain people at yearly trade fairs. During the 
nineteenth century, these grew into extensive traveling menageries with large 
collections of exotic animals, in part due to the use of the railway, which 
was logistically more efficient and expanded their reach.20 Among them we 
find several well-known French menageries, such as that of the prosperous 
François Bidel; the Pezon dynasty, with multiple attractions; and the Pianet 
family spanning three generations.21 They traveled to bigger cities (with or 
without zoos) such as Toulouse, Nantes, or Bordeaux—which had between 
130,000 and 252,000 inhabitants in 1894—as well as smaller towns, such as 

Figure 1. View  of  the  large  tent  of  Ménagerie  Bidel  in  Rouen. Source: Postcard of Grande 
Ménagerie et nouveau théâtre Zoologique Bidel, photographer Ybert, date unknown, private 
collection Pierre Taillefer.

18 Baratay and Hardouin-Fugier, Zoo, 79–81.
19 Peel, Zoological Gardens of Europe, 27, 58, 110.
20 Cowie, Empathy, 2, 54–57; Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 33; Andersen, “Unfairness,” 78–79.
21 Thétard, Les dompteurs.
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Gien or Marmade, with no zoological garden and where fewer people (fewer 
than 9,000) lived.22 The entrance fees for menageries varied between a couple 
of francs and a few centimes. Bidel asked between 1 and 3 francs, while Pianet’s 
prices ranged between 0.30 and 1.50 francs depending on customers attending 
a show or only visiting the animals.23 Through their itinerant nature and differ­
ent prices, they could reach a different audience than those who found their 
way to zoological gardens in larger cities.

Their administrative and organizational makeup was also different. Most 
zoological gardens were created by scientific societies or private individuals 
and run by scholars who employed keepers to take care of the animals. 
Itinerant menageries were created and managed by showpeople families, as 
exemplified by the brothers Emile and Jules Pianet, who both had their respec‐
tive tasks. The former trained the animals and performed the shows, while the 
latter functioned as a stand-in and occupied himself with the administration of 
the menagerie and caring for the animals.24 They also had several employees to 
help care for the animals and assemble the tents and barracks—something only 
the more prosperous attractions could afford.

Teaching About the Natural World

Showpeople tapped into the general public’s fascination with natural history 
and exotic animals by framing their menagerie as both a thrilling spectacle 
and an educational experience. A key example of this is a poster of Madame 
Veuve Justin Pezon, owner of Ménagerie Pezon, which shows how itinerant 
entrepreneurs combined dramatic spectacle with scientific rhetoric to attract 
audiences to their menageries [Fig. 2]. Alongside a wide variety of animals 
coming from different continents, among which a “polar bear of the icy seas 
with an untamable ferocity,”25 we also read the following:

“Natural history, defined as the intelligent contemplation of the works of 
God, is without doubt one of the most attractive sciences. […] it interests 
all minds, appeals to all ages: not one serious or trivial profession fails to 
draw enlightenment from it. Museums containing all the remains of animals 
from all parts of the world are like vast cemeteries where all sorts of dust 
lies, whereas a well-composed menagerie is like a living and exuberant 
colony. Hear this Lion’s roar, hear the Tiger and Jaguar’s howl, look at this 
Bear, see this Leopard leap, they will teach you more in an instant than 
many books.”26

22 Union syndical, L’Indicateur, 68, 189, 249, 284, 412.
23 Al galliner, March 3, 1889; L’exposition nationale Suisse.
24 L’Étincelle, January 20, 1894.
25 Ménagerie Veuve Pezon.
26 Ibid.
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Figure 2. Poster   of   Ménagerie   Veuve   Pezon.   Source:   BnF   |   CNAC,   PRO_FRA_0059, 
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k69641634.

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k69641634
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Aside from illustrating showpeople’s skill in crafting enticing advertise­
ments, it also demonstrates their awareness of the public’s fascination with ex­
otic animals. People were intrigued by the wonders of natural history, and their 
curiosity was satisfied through popular magazines, books, museums, zoos, and 
menageries.27 Itinerant showpeople capitalized on this educational trend. Day­
time performances were organized for families and children, and regular price 
reductions or free entrance were offered to the elderly, orphans, and 
schoolchildren. Providing free admission to a substantial number of people on 
a regular basis was not feasible for all menagerie proprietors, and only the most 
prosperous could afford such gestures.28 In 1880, for example, between 3,600 
and 8,000 pupils in Liège were able to visit Bidel’s menagerie.29 These outings 
were eagerly anticipated by children, who responded with awe and wonder at 
the sight of these exotic animals.30

Menageries not only displayed a mastery over exotic animals, highlighting 
the animals’ grace and wildness, but also often included explanations about the 
animals.31 While Rieke-Muller and Dittrich have argued that the information 
provided by menagerie owners was often limited or not completely accurate,32

the accuracy of knowledge in general is a complex matter, and in particular 
in this case, as we have limited sources to investigate it. It is very difficult 
to gain actual numbers about this. Moreover, nineteenth-century scientists, 
who mainly commented on menageries’ descriptions of animals, also had their 
own ideas about what “the right” information consisted of. Most likely the 
information provided in menageries fluctuated on a scale from (scientifically) 
correct to faulty or even fantasy.

Beyond this live spectacle, menageries provided written materials that 
helped expand the educational aspect of their shows. For a small fee, 
menageries provided pamphlets or little catalogues that could be used as 
souvenirs or as small encyclopedias for those who could not afford expensive 
books.33 Ménagerie Pianet’s booklet [Fig. 3], for example, comprised twelve 
pages with information on the animal trainer Pianet, menageries, the capture of 
exotic species, and short descriptions of seventeen different animals detailing 
their appearance, traits, habits, and natural habitat.34 This practice was already 
in use in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and was also 
found in zoological gardens, though it is unclear whether and how frequently 
people engaged with such guide books.35 Where showpeople obtained their 

27 Cowie, Empathy, 104–6.
28 Bidel, Les mémoires, 206.
29 Le Progrès du Nord, October 31, 1880; La Meuse, October 25, 1880.
30 Cowie, Empathy, 101–25.
31 Grande ménagerie Bidel [Programme]; Grand Etablissement.
32 Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 89–92, 119.
33 Ibid., 118–19, 133.
34 Description zoologique.
35 Cowie, Empathy, 106–16; Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 92–96.
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Figure 3. Front cover of Ménagerie Pianet’s zoological description [1901]. Source: OD2415, 
Musée des civilisations de l’Europe et de la Méditerranée (Mucem).
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information is difficult to say. It was likely a mix of information obtained from 
animal traders, zoological works, and their own day-to-day experiences.36

Menagerie owners’ contribution to education was also recognized in vari‐
ous newspapers, which regularly portrayed traveling zoos as instructive venues, 
offering an opportunity to learn about exotic animals.37 Some believed that 
observing live animals had a stronger and more lasting impact than the static 
displays found in natural history museums. Menageries’ collections could be 
quite extensive and special. Animals such as giraffes, elephants, and gorillas 
were only introduced sporadically throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, as these species were difficult to keep alive.38 Yet various important 
menagerie entrepreneurs had them in their collections: Veuve Justin Pezon 
possessed a gorilla, François Bidel a giraffe, Ménagerie Pezon a North African 
elephant, and Pianet an elephant as well.39

The public perception of menageries as educational venues was not always 
consistent from place to place or across time. The abovementioned large 
number of pupils visiting Ménagerie Bidel in 1880 suggests that school boards 
and municipalities had no moral objections to such shows, nor perceived them 
as indecent. Views and opinions could shift quickly, however: by the 1890s, 
Bidel’s attraction was considered immoral and lacking added value. Even while 
offering free access to local schools, Bidel was prohibited from performing in 
Liège, as the mayor found menageries incited “unhealthy” and “demoralizing” 
behavior, attracting people due to the morbid potential of witnessing an acci‐
dent.40 In Antwerp, animal trainers were similarly banned from conducting 
public shows within the cages. Yet in Geneva, children continued to visit 
menageries during school excursions. Objections were thus often of a local 
and/or temporary nature.

Showpeople’s itinerant lifestyle and practical knowledge of handling and 
training exotic animals enabled them to act as facilitators of educational 
knowledge. This mediation was not only motivated by their goodwill; it was 
also driven by economic interests, underscoring their business acumen, as it 
promoted their attraction and expanded their audience base.41 Creating and 
maintaining accessibility depended, however, on the cooperation of several 
people.42 Access to “edutainment”—to use a modern word—about the natural 
world depended on the goodwill of affluent menagerie owners as well as city 

36 Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 89–92, 119.
37 For example: Progrès du Nord, December 2, 1878; La Meuse, October 13, 1880; La Tribune de Genève, 

December 17, 1893; Gazette de Charleroi, August 17, 1901.
38 Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 45–46.
39 Wynants et al., “Science at the Fair.”
40 La Meuse, October 12, 1897.
41 Cowie, “Elephants,” 108–11.
42 Östling et al., “Revisiting Agency,” 12.
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administrators and local government, who determined whether funfair attrac‐
tions were morally acceptable and educationally valuable, leading to heated 
debates within local politics and the press.

Facilitating Scientific Investigation

The public’s interest in nature correlated with changes in the natural sciences. 
Driven by new theories, instruments, and research methods, separate fields of 
study were created for zoology, biology, bacteriology, and others.43 As these 
disciplines expanded, the rise of zoos and natural history museums followed 
suit across Europe. Current literature recognizes them as key sites for scientific 
development, yet does not always consider the broader processes of animal 
acquisition and their study, which extended beyond these confines.44 In fact, 
menagerie entrepreneurs facilitated a wide spectrum of investigations on living 
and deceased animals across multiple scientific disciplines, including zoology, 
parasitology, veterinary science, and animal psychology within zoos, laborato‐
ries, universities, scientific societies, veterinary schools, and museums [Fig. 4].

Figure 4. A network of non-exhaustive transactions (donations, sales, information exchange) 
between primarily menageries and scientific/academic institutions in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Author’s compilation. Source: Wynants et al., “Science at the Fair.”

43 Coleman, Biology, 1–15.
44 For example: Hochadel, “Science at the Zoo”; Hochadel, “Global Player”; Cowie, “A Tale”; Larsson, 

“Flesh and Feather”; Pouillard, “Animal Feeding”; Madruga, “Authentic Provenance”; Cowie, “Exhibit­
ing Animals”; Percheron, “Animaux à Rouen”; Hochadel, “Watching Exotic Animals”; Mehos, Artis.
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Macroscopic Research

Menageries and zoos acted as animal dealers, frequently exchanging, selling, or 
donating animals to other institutions. Dompteur Adrien Pezon, for instance, 
supplied exotic animals to the Jardin Zoologique d’Acclimatation du Bois 
de Boulogne in Paris, while the Antwerp Zoo, being a global hub, hosted 
annual sales that attracted the attention of zoo directors, menagerie owners, 
and animal traders.45 These sales were advertised systematically in journals 
for itinerant showpeople, such as La Comète Belge and Le Voyageur Forain, 
illustrating the communication lines that were forged between showpeople 
and sedentary institutions.46 From the second half of the nineteenth century, 
animal exchanges became more frequent between different social groups that 
had not interacted before. In addition, uncertainty often surrounded the qual‐
ity of specimens and their value. Thus, building trust between different parties 
was crucial.47 These annual sales likely not only functioned as a place to buy 
animals but also as a venue for people active in the same buisness to set up 
exchanges with each other.

The need for menageries to regularly buy new animals was driven by high 
mortality rates due to suboptimal housing, food, and hygiene conditions.48

As a result, menageries often donated or sold deceased animals to scientific 
institutions across Europe, where they were dissected and examined to learn 
about human and animal anatomy and pathology.49 Bidel, for instance, deliv‐
ered a lion and a polar bear to the Université de Liège in Belgium, but also 
delivered animals to Louis Blanc, a lecturer of anatomy and zoology at the 
École Vétérinaire in Lyon, France. Pezon, too, offered deceased animals to 
scientists, such as Dr. Edmond Alix at the Catholic University of Paris.50

Additionally, menageries contributed to the enrichment of natural history 
museums, as substantial numbers of their exotic animals were transported 
to these institutions. Existing research assumes that museums obtained their 
collections from overseas through collaborations with animal dealers, explor‐
ers, colonial diplomats, or other museums/zoos.51 However, menageries and 
circus owners also helped enrich museums’ collections and facilitated further 
scientific study, cataloguing, and enhancing public engagement, as exemplified 
by the Asian elephant Miss Fanny. She passed away unexpectedly at Ménagerie 
Pianet in 1892 and was acquired by the Musée d’histoire naturelle de Bordeaux 

45 De Bont, “Globalising Animals,” 12; Loisel, Histoire des ménageries, 290–91, 331; La Comète Belge, 
December 1, 1913; La Meuse, August 28, 1897.

46 L’Industriel forain, April 13–20, 1901; ibid., March 24–31, 1906; Comète Belge, April 1, 1906; ibid., 
March 15, 1910.

47 Coote et al., “Commerce,” 320, 329–31; Ville, “Natural History Trade,” 11.
48 Cowie, Empathy, 94–96.
49 Woods, “Doctors,” 33–34.
50 La Meuse, October 1, 1897; “Extrait … 6 mai 1879,” viii.
51 Madruga, “Authentic Provenance,” 2–4, 7; Cowie, Empathy, 21, 38–39, 79–88; Ville, “Natural History 

Trade,” 11.
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for 500 francs [Fig. 5]. The animal became the museum’s mascot (visible in 
the museum’s current logo) and today still occupies a central place in the mu­
seum’s entrance hall.52

Such exchanges between menageries and museums were not isolated oc‐
currences, but part of a long-standing tradition. Donating or selling menagerie 
animals to natural history museums was a widespread practice that spanned 
the early nineteenth century to at least the 1920s, and underscores the close 
and sustained relationships menagerie owners maintained with museums. This 
becomes particularly apparent through correspondence between menagerie 
owners and museums. Bidel, for instance, wrote to the conservator of the 
Musée d’histoire naturelle de Rouen: “I often have very important pieces that 
I would sell to you on good terms. I will let you know each time, as I want 
my home town to benefit from it.”53 Similarly, Madame Chevrier, co-director 
of Ménagerie Milanaise, made inquiries to the director of the natural history 
museum in Lille about their “magnificent” lions “because it is always prefer‐

Figure 5. Elephant Miss Fanny enters the natural history museum in Bordeaux, France. Source: 
Musée d’histoire naturelle de Bordeaux. © F. Deval – Ville de Bordeaux.

52 Andersen, “Exotische Dieren,” 43.
53 Letter from Bidel to the director of the Muséum d’histoire naturelle Rouen, December 4, 1876.



froM sPeCtaCle to sPeCiMen 283

able that we inform you first.”54 Such bonds could span several decades, as 
exemplified by the French Ménagerie Pianet, which donated around 70 exotic 
mammals, birds, and reptiles (lions, dingoes, elephants, hyenas, bears, leop‐
ards, kangaroos, cheetahs, swordfish, and pythons) to the Musée d’histoire 
naturelle de Toulouse over a span of 34 years (1866–1900).55

Apart from institutional relationships and collaborations, financial motiva‐
tions also shaped exchanges between menageries and museums. While many, 
such as the Pianet family, generously donated a significant proportion of their 
animals, they were also frequently sold to maximize returns on their expensive 
investments. This was often accompanied by price negotiations. In a letter to 
the museum director in Bordeaux, the showman P. Mollet-Schneider, owner of 
an aquarium, wrote:

“It [an orang-utang] has had many enthusiasts who have asked for it after 
death. Mainly the zoological professor of the University of Rome, mr de 
Sanctis, who 2 years ago wrote me that he would take it for a thousand 
francs, if it died. I notified all these gentlemen, as I notified a large number 
of professors in France, Italy and Germany who knew the subject alive. 
That’s why, sir, I asked you what you would offer, because it’s a great loss 
for me, and naturally the highest bidder will get it.”56

Prices for these animals fluctuated considerably, ranging from a mere 6 francs 
for the fetus of a seal from Ménagerie Roussel, over 80 francs for an ostrich 
from Ménagerie Pezon, 200 francs for a Senegalese lioness from Ménagerie 
Camillius, to 1,000 francs for a giraffe from Ménagerie Bidel.57 Museums were 
willing to pay considerable sums to acquire pristine and valuable specimens for 
their collections.

Beyond monetary value, however, showpeople’s involvement also extended 
to the scientific and technical aspects of preservation. Though showpeople’s 
motivations to establish relations with museums were not purely driven by sci‐
ence, they did recognize the animals’ scientific value. Correctly preserving ani‐
mals was not a straightforward process, requiring proper materials (e.g., alum, 
arsenic, alcohol, cotton) and good skills, as mishandling could render speci‐
mens damaged or useless.58 Menagerie owners established relations with taxi‐
dermists and preparators, as demonstrated by Bidel, who in a sales pitch to 
the director of the Natural History Museum in Rouen, praised his two-meter 
crocodile that “was anatomized in Paris by one of the best naturalists.”59 In 
addition, certain fairground entrepreneurs possessed the practical know-how 

54 Letter from Chevrier to the director of the Musée d’histoire naturel de Lille, May 24, 1870.
55 Musée d’histoire naturelle de Toulouse Collection database (MHNT).
56 Letter from P. Mollet-Schneider to the director of the Musée d’histoire naturelle de Bordeaux, Febru­

ary 20, 1882.
57 Musée d’histoire naturelle de Genève collection database; MHNT collection database.
58 Coote et al., “Commerce,” 332–33.
59 Letter from Bidel to the director of the Muséum d’histoire naturelle Rouen, December 4, 1876.
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to preserve deceased animals. According to the French journal L’Étincelle, Jules 
Pianet was a “bacteriologist” and a “distinguished naturalist.”60 The showman 
P. Mollet-Schneider also detailed in a letter to the Musée d’histoire naturelle 
de Bordeaux the procedure used on a deceased orang-utang: placing the 
heart and intestines in an alcohol solution, filling its belly with alcohol and 
cotton, and applying a water and alcohol solution—given by a professor at the 
University of Florence—to its fur.61 This detailed description likely assured the 
museum director of the specimen’s proper preservation and value.

Natural History Societies

Apart from these practical contributions, showpeople also engaged with scien‐
tific institutions and communities, further attesting to their interest in science. 
For instance, Jean-Baptiste Pezon was a member of the Société zoologique 
de France between at least 1878 and 1882.62 One of this society’s founding 
members was doctor Edmond Alix, to whom Pezon also delivered animals.63

Although Pezon did not contribute any articles to its Bulletin, he likely re‐
ceived it as part of his membership. The creation of connections between 
menagerie owners and scientists further highlights the collaborative nature of 
the acquisition of scientific knowledge. The Pianet family also exemplifies this 
connection: Sébastien-Pierre Pianet,64 a family member of Emile and Jules 
Pianet, joined the Société d’histoire naturelle de Toulouse in 1873, and the 
Pianet brothers followed suit in 1879.65 This was no coincidence given the 
strong bond the Pianet family had with the city of Toulouse in general and the 
museum specifically through their donations.

In addition to forming connections, some menagerie owners also took on 
an active role in generating scientific knowledge. While funfair entrepreneurs 
often facilitated access to knowledge, they also created it. Based on their 
own experiences, the Pianet family contributed insights about the kangaroo, 
Tasmanian devil, and several exotic cats to the Société d’histoire naturelle 
de Toulouse.66 In one of these contributions Emile Pianet wrote: “The fact 
that the big cat species […] reproduce in captivity has been reported, but 
many interesting features have gone unnoticed. Not only have captive animals 
reproduced, but the new generation has also retained its fertility. The latter 

60 I have not found any further indications of this yet, however. L’Étincelle, February 10, 1894.
61 Letter from P. Mollet-Schneider to the director of the Musée d’histoire naturelle de Bordeaux, Febru­

ary 20, 1882.
62 “Liste des membres” (1878), xiii; “Liste des membres” (1882), xiii.
63 “Extrait … 4 mai 1877,” 309.
64 Sources are unclear about the familial relation with Emile and Jules Pianet. He could be their brother, 

nephew, uncle, or another relative. See: Letter from Gaston Astre to G. Soury, July 4, 1955; “État des 
membres” (1873–1874), 10.

65 “État des membres” (1880), 9.
66 “Séance du 21 janvier,” 145.
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fact was demonstrated in our menagerie.”67 He provided information on the 
gestation, maternal behavior, and cub rearing, shedding light on both successes 
and failures in raising them, as some initial litters died due to early separation 
from their mother or incorrect feeding practices. There were numerous open 
questions regarding exotic animals, leaving menagerie owners, animal keepers, 
and scientists alike in search for answers.68 In this context, menagerie owners 
were one of several people who could contribute to answering questions and 
expanding the body of knowledge about exotic animals in certain communities.

Psychological Research

An area where menagerie owners’ knowledge of exotic animals’ behavior be‐
came useful was in the emerging field of animal psychology, which questioned 
animals’ psychological functions and learning and reasoning capabilities.69 An 
illustrative case is that of the earlier mentioned Italian professor of psychiatry 
Sante de Sanctis, who researched, among other topics, people’s and animals’ 
capacity to dream. For the wild animals he researched in the famous menagerie 
of Nouma-Hawa, he questioned the animals’ keepers, who provided him with 
valuable information: most of the animals slept all night; some, such as the 
lion, moved their torso, limbs, and eyes while sleeping; and many animals had 
interrupted sleep when there were thunderstorms, or they were young animals 
that were not yet accustomed to the public.70

Another example is the French animal psychologist Pierre Hachet-Souplet, 
founder and director of the Institut de psychologie zoologique, who was an 
adept of the so-called “taming method” (dressage) to educate animals and chil‐
dren.71 His reasoning was the result of various observations and experiments 
with (exotic) animals for which he collaborated, among others, with menagerie 
owners. In Bidel’s menagerie, for instance, he observed that a mandrill skin 
made the lions and tigers behave as if they were scared of it.72 Aside from 
menagerie visits, Hachet-Souplet also hosted menagerie and zoo animals in 
his “manège-laboratoire,” which he recruited through advertisements. One 
of his collaborators was Emile Pianet, with whom Hachet-Souplet also cor‐
responded, discussing topics ranging from infanticide in exotic animals to 
the underlying reasons for sudden changes in animals’ behavior and mood.73

Hachet-Souplet’s experimental methods captivated academically trained psy‐
chologists, though he would eventually be ostracized by the scientific commu‐

67 Pianet, “Note sur la reproduction,” 134–38.
68 Hochadel, “Science at the Zoo,” 577.
69 Thomas, “Noisy Machines,” 441–42; Chapuis, “Débats.”
70 Sanctis, I sogni, 55–56; Sanctis, Die Träume, 30–31.
71 Chapuis, “Débats”; Thomas, “Noisy Machines,” 441; Hachet-Souplet, De l’animal à l’enfant.
72 Hachet-Souplet, De l’animal à l’enfant, 39.
73 L’Express du Midi, September 18, 1909; La Liberté, August 26, 1931; Hachet-Souplet, La genèse, 176–77.
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nity.74 His musings and discoveries also found a readership with the general 
public. Moreover, it is likely that menagerie owners themselves also read and 
engaged with his and other writings in order to understand their animals 
better. The publication of his books was, for example, announced in journals 
such as Le belluaire & le cirque. This journal, created in 1906, covered zoology, 
ethnography, and circus-related subjects, targeting anyone who was fascinated 
by animals from an artistic or scientific perspective.75 Between 1907 and at 
least 1914 it was published as a supplement of La Comète Belge, a journal 
specifically intended for itinerant showpeople.76 Not only did scientists benefit 
from access to itinerant menageries, but menagerie owners themselves could 
gain valuable insights as well. This allowed the circulation of knowledge to 
come full circle.

Microscopic Research

Facilitating access to scientists also resulted in research on a microscopic level. 
In the 1890s, Louis Guinard, the head of the physiology department at the 
faculty of medicine in Lyon, researched the toxicity of domestic and exotic 
animals’ urine. The latter were sourced from Ménagerie Pianet and included 
polar bears, lions and tigers, with which he could expand his research. The 
exchange between Pianet and Guinard was a fruitful and agreeable one, as 
he explicitly thanked Pianet in his article for allowing him to collect these 
samples.77 While a seemingly small interaction in the grand realm of science, 
this collaboration clearly held meaning and value for this particular scientist’s 
research.

Another area of interest was animal parasitology and its potential transmis‐
sion to humans. Scientists such as the veterinarians O. Delafond, Jean Pierre 
Mégnin, and Professor Louis Georges Neumann of the veterinary college in 
Toulouse, and Doctor H. Bourguignon pursued investigations in this field. 
Several of them made observations at itinerant menageries throughout their 
careers. Delafond and Bourguignon, for example, conducted research at Circus 
Borelli in the 1850s when both staff and animals suffered from scabies. Using 
mobile microscopes, they examined people and collected samples from the 
sick animals, aided by the animals’ keepers, for further laboratory study.78

Neumann, who possessed a large collection of parasites and would make 
important contributions to the field, also acquired a specimen of lion mites 
from Ménagerie Pianet in 1892 [Fig. 6]. Neumann’s preparation traveled on 
to the mammalogist Édouard Louis Trouessart, who worked for the natural 

74 Chapuis, “Débats.”
75 Le Belluaire, June 1906, 3.
76 For example: ‘Le belluaire’, La Comète Belge, July 1, 1907, 27; ibid., April 1, 1910; ibid., April 15, 1914, 

25.
77 Guinard, “Urines,” 493–99.
78 Delafond and Bourguignon, La psore, 229–41.



froM sPeCtaCle to sPeCiMen 287

Figure 6. Depiction  of  sarcoptes  leonis  or  lion  mite.  Source:  Canestrini,  Prospetto,  [131]. 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.b3844347. Courtesy of HathiTrust.

https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.b3844347
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history museum in Angers and the Musée National d’histoire Naturelle de 
Paris, and would contribute crucial publications to zoology.79 The sample was 
in turn sent to the Italian biologist Giovanni Canestrini.80

Menagerie owners allowing observations and sample collecting helped 
nurture individual and collaborative scientific research endeavors, influencing 
the day-to-day research activities of several scientists. These observations were 
also disseminated via reviews and bibliographies. In 1882, for example, three 
scientists acting on behalf of the anthropological laboratory of the école des 
haute études visited an orang-utang and a chimpanzee in Ménagerie Bidel 
and published an article on their findings.81 This article was subsequently para‐
phrased, reviewed, or referenced in various scientific publications in French, 
English, and German.82 Notably, some of these books even extend into the 
(late) twentieth century.83

The fate of exotic animals was determined by a complex interplay of factors, 
such as scientific value, their state of preservation, price negotiations, personal 
preferences, and the extent of menagerie owners’ social and professional net‐
works.

Mediating Artistry

Throughout the nineteenth century, exotic animals were appropriated as sym‐
bols of colonialism, power, civic pride, luxury, and entertainment, and inspired 
depictions in paintings, engravings, sculptures, photographs, and film.84 Below 
I discuss itinerant menagerie owners’ facilitating role within the fine arts, 
photography, and cinema.

The Fine Arts

Realistic portrayals of animals became a specialized genre in the nineteenth 
century, with French artists being known as les animaliers.85 Their artworks 
were sold to wealthy customers or shown at Parisian salons and (inter)national 
exhibitions. To acquire the knowledge and skills to paint exotic animals, artists 
relied on several resources.

One important resource for artists to refine their skills were natural history 
museums, which allowed a close examination of the stuffed animals, though 

79 Denys et al., “Trouessart,” 355–64.
80 Canestrini, Prospetto 6:744.
81 Deniker, “Sur les singes,” 301–4.
82 For example: “Travaux académiques,” 427; “Séance du 2 novembre,” 385; “Zoologie. Literaturbericht,” 

133; Keith, “An Introduction,” 261.
83 Rohles, Chimpanzee; Sonntag, Morphology; Ruch, Primatologica.
84 Grigson, Menagerie; Crane and Fletcher, “Indian Tiger,” 369–72.
85 La peinture animalière, 9–11; Horswell, Sculpture; Donald, Picturing Animals.
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they lacked the movement and expressions of living animals. Zoological gar‐
dens in major cities were another option and were often favored over muse‐
ums. For those who did not have access to a museum or a zoo, a third option 
was relying on traveling menageries. The value of zoos for shaping artistic 
practices is well documented.86 While the role of menageries has received 
far less attention, Rieke-Müller and Dittrich have pointed out that this prac‐
tice was already present in menageries in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Germany.87 For other countries in Europe we see a similar practice of using 
menageries as a platform to shape artistic skills.88 During the fête du Lion de 
Beffort in Paris in 1913, for instance, Menagerie Mac-Donald attracted the 
attention of various painters, sculptures, and photographers, eager to study the 
exotic animals in various poses.

The artists who made use of menageries were a heterogenous group, with 
different social and artistic profiles: from renowned painters such as Théodore 
Géricault and Eugène Delacroix to locally (and today less) known artists and 
artists-in-training.89 Students from the École des arts industriels in Geneva, 
for example, used menageries to practice their drawing of exotic animals. The 
Frenchman Édouard Eveno also took his first steps as an animal painter at 
Ménagerie Bidel as a child, and would continue to draw exotic animals his 
whole life, creating several exhibitions [Fig. 7].90

Artists’ access to menageries also benefited their owners, who commis‐
sioned them to create promotional material. For instance, the graveurs Léon 
and Alfred Choubrac designed posters for Bidel, Nouma-Hawa, and others.91

Gustave Soury, an animal painter, also supplied many renowned circuses and 
menageries with posters and décors.92 In doing so, they provided important 
services to menageries. In Soury’s case, this synergy extended beyond artistic 
contributions and also included serving as a correspondent and informant for 
the fairground community.93

A fourth option for drawing animals was by using photographs as a model, 
the picture becoming an object of artistic knowledge in its own right. These 
images were often taken in front of the bars of the animal’s cage, but the 
French photographer Auguste Petit aimed for more unique photos from inside 
the cages to enhance their esthetic, dramatic, and artistic purpose. While Petit 
had access to two zoological gardens in Paris, he turned to Emile Pianet 
for permission to enter the animals’ cages. We can only speculate about his 

86 Hochadel, “Watching Exotic Animals,” 197; Artinger, Tierbude, 107; Voss, “Zoologische Gärten,” 233.
87 Rieke-Müller and Dittrich, Unterwegs, 119–23.
88 For example: L’Ami du Peuple, October 19, 1889; La Suisse libérale, May 25, 1881; Comète Belge, 

November 15, 1913.
89 Hochadel, “Watching Exotic Animals,” 197; La Tribune de Genève, January 8, 1899; L’Ami du Peuple, 

October 19, 1889; Le National Suisse, June 29, 1883.
90 Rouen Gazette, November 26, 1937.
91 Beraldi, Les graveurs, 15, 19.
92 Comète Belge, September 15, 1909, 5; Mucem, “Dessine-moi un lion.”
93 Andersen, “Precious Tool.”
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reasons for doing so, but most likely the zoos did not want to grant him access. 
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, zoological gardens 
sometimes applied restrictions on who could take or publish pictures of their 
animals.94 With Emile Pianet’s assistance to keep the animals under control, 
Petit was able to take several pictures, demonstrating the cooperative role 
menagerie owners played in enabling such creative undertakings.95

Cinematography

It was not only in the fine arts that menagerie owners played a facilitating role. 
Alongside animal dealers and zoos, they functioned as resource facilitators in 
the film industry during the early twentieth century. Movie studios used exotic 
animals as props, main characters, or brand symbols.96 The use of animals in 
films impacted not only the content that was shown—nature movies, scientific 
films about animals, comedies/melodramas involving circuses/menageries—
and the message these conveyed, but also the various processes of filmmaking 
itself such as the use of special cameras, techniques to film animals in the wild, 

Figure 7. Edouard Eveno painting animals at Ménagerie Camillius (1914). Source: Sou.4.111.1, 
Mucem. https://lescollections.mucem.org/objet?uri=http://data.mucem.org/c/
3184527&term=Sou.4.111.1&object_pos=0&object_max=1. Mucem / Edouard Eveno.

94 Peel, Zoological Gardens of Europe, ix.
95 Le Petit Journal, August 30, 1883.
96 Burt, Animals in Film, 19.

https://lescollections.mucem.org/objet?uri=http://data.mucem.org/c/3184527&term=Sou.4.111.1&object_pos=0&object_max=1
https://lescollections.mucem.org/objet?uri=http://data.mucem.org/c/3184527&term=Sou.4.111.1&object_pos=0&object_max=1
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and, in particular, knowledge about taming and training animals.97 Itinerant 
showpeople collaborated with studios such as Maison Pathé Frères and Mai‐
son Gaumont, and the Italian Pasquali et Cie by selling, donating, or loaning 
their animals and equipment.98 Making use of traveling menagerie animals 
was especially beneficial when the movie in question dealt with this particular 
theme. In 1913, the Italian company Savoia-Film, for example, hired one of 
Nouma-Hawa’s caravans for 15 days to shoot a movie.99

While movie studios saved resources by using trained animals and experi‐
enced tamers, menagerie owners benefited by being able to dispose of untrain‐
able animals (which studios sometimes killed on camera), had the opportunity 
to show their skills beyond the fairground, and could use these stunts as 
extra promotional material.100 For instance, lion tamer Alfred Schneider and 
his large group of animals were used in various Italian movies in the early 
twentieth century, among others the famous Quo Vadis (1913), in which his 
lions figured [Fig. 8].101 Schneider in turn would use his lions’ presence in this 
movie in promotional material for his circus spectacles, referring on posters to 
his “100 quo vadis lions.”102

Though the presence of the animal tamers was often requested to be able 
to control the animals as adequately as possible during filming, their practical 
knowledge and expertise also had their limits, as animals could become unpre‐
dictable when their environments changed. For example, a young lion from 
Ménagerie La Goulue was “completely bewildered, was unable to conceal 
either his emotion or his fears, and the cameraman, faced with his pitiful 
expression, was at a loss.”103 More serious accidents happened as well, such 
as in 1913, when the Italian actress Castamagna was attacked by a leopard. In 
the resulting commotion, Nouma-Hawa’s and other animal tamers’ commands 
had no effect on the animal, and the actress would later succumb to her 
injuries.104

97 Ibid., 88.
98 For example: Comète Belge, January 15, 1914; ibid., May 15, 1913; ibid., August 15, 1913; ibid., 

November 15, 1913; Burt, Animals in Film, 149.
99 Le Courrier Cinématographique, October 25, 1913.

100 Burt, Animals in Film, 131–48; Comète Belge, August 15, 1913.
101 Comète Belge, January 15, 1914; Bertellini, Italian Silent Cinema, 173; Winkler, “Kapitän.”
102 Friedländer, “Die grösste Löwen-Schau.”
103 Comète Belge, November 15, 1913.
104 Le Courrier Cinématographique, October 25, 1913.
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Figure 8. Schneider’s  lions  in  the  film  Quo  Vadis  (1913).  Source:  The  Exhibitors  Herald:  The 
Independent Film Trade Paper 13, no. 1 ( July 2, 1921), [723]. Courtesy of the Media History Digital 
Library.
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Conclusion

In line with recent scholarship advocating a broader understanding of knowl‐
edge practices and actors, my article illustrates how focusing on actors in 
facilitating roles, and the multifaceted nature of knowledge actors and are‐
nas, can broaden and deepen our understanding of knowledge circulation 
processes. This framing helped reconsider where and by whom natural his‐
tory knowledge was produced, shaped, and circulated. It demonstrates how a 
group of marginalized actors contributed to scientific, educational, and artistic 
exchanges in Western Europe. As Emile Pianet wrote in L’Industriel Forain 
in 1895: “And thus we find the means to meet the necessities of life by 
doing zoology and science in our own way […].”105 Itinerant showpeople 
were far from mere entertainers with the know-how and skills to entice or 
entrepreneurs with the business acumen to build large and affluent attractions. 
They also functioned as educators by circulating the knowledge that they ac‐
quired through animal traders, books, and daily interactions with the animals. 
In a similar vein they acted as experts: passing on observations about their 
animals to natural history societies, as well as being explicitly sought out by 
scientists to discuss the animals’ physical and mental behavior. The activities 
showpeople engaged in were not only driven by economic motives; they were 
well aware of the scientific value of their animals. Several menagerie owners 
also demonstrated scientific interests by joining natural history societies or 
acquiring basic knowledge of how to properly preserve deceased animals.

Emerging from their roles as entertainer, entrepreneur, educator, or expert 
is that of a facilitator. They bridged gaps between various social groups, insti‐
tutions, and geographical locations. In doing so, they created connections 
between other knowledge arenas and their actors. By shifting the focus from 
the mere creation of knowledge to also include its facilitation—an often over‐
looked aspect—I demonstrate that providing access to knowledge is equally 
integral to the process of creating and disseminating it. By offering access to 
their animals—through free entry, allowing photographers into the animals’ 
cages, donating or selling specimens, and providing resources such as urine 
samples—showpeople enabled children and their families, painters, photog‐
raphers, zoologists, parasitologists, veterinarians, and psychologists to learn, 
study, and observe exotic animals in order to acquire or expand their knowl‐
edge. This was in particular made possible by affluent menagerie owners who 
had the financial means, spatial capacity, and large and high-quality collections 
to do so.

This facilitating role of itinerant showpeople enabled menageries to func‐
tion as multifaceted knowledge arenas: becoming an entertainment venue, 
school, artist’s atelier, or laboratory depending on the people with whom 
menagerie owners interacted. Due to their itinerant nature, menageries 

105 L’Industriel Forain, February 24–March 2, 1895.
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facilitated the circulation of knowledge, though external socio-political factors, 
such as bans on performances by city officials, sometimes constrained them. 
While knowledge about the exotic animals’ life, care, behavior, and anatomy 
has been predominantly linked to natural history museums and zoological gar‐
dens, menageries were an additional resource and building block, as illustrated 
by the long-standing connections that were formed between menageries and 
various museums. Animals were also transformed from living creatures for 
entertainment, education, and scientific research, into models for paintings or 
photographs, and specimens (skins, skeletons, urine, parasites) for anatomical 
and biological research. The animals were continuously molded into some‐
thing else, with different knowledge purposes in mind.

By mapping the interactions of menagerie owners with a diverse range of 
people and institutions, this article nuances existing understandings of natural 
history. Knowledge was not only confined to museums or formal scientific 
institutions but emerged through everyday encounters, such as those at the 
fairground. Lastly, it challenges prevailing narratives by highlighting the agency 
of socially marginalized groups—such as showpeople—not merely as passive 
conveyors of information but as active facilitators and co-creators of knowl‐
edge that crossed disciplinary and social boundaries.
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