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I can only say that truth is frequently much stranger than fiction.
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CHAPTER ONE


CAPTAIN GEORGE

The Suevia, 1876

On May 10, 1876, the steamship Suevia left Hamburg, Germany for its regularly-scheduled voyage to New York. At 360 feet long and 41 feet wide, with four decks, she was one of Germany’s largest passenger vessels—and one of the newest of the Hamburg America Line.3 Six hundred third-class passengers were packed into small cabins below decks, but for the 170 passengers able to afford a first- or second-class cabin, the Suevia was a comfortable floating hotel.


Up in one of the second-class cabins was a man traveling under the name Georg Constantinos, described on the ship’s manifest as a 46-year-old merchant from Vienna. This was not his first ocean voyage, but it was one of the most important of his life.

On the 15-day voyage across the Atlantic, it is most likely that Constantinos kept to his stateroom as much as he could. He was a distinctive man who often attracted unwanted attention. At five feet, nine inches tall and often described as well-fed, he was tall and stout in a time when poor nutrition kept many people short and lean. He had a thick, bushy beard, and his long, dark hair was often braided and wound around the top of his head. But his hair and beard didn’t quite hide the fact that his face was covered in blue and red tattoos. His cheeks, his forehead, and even his scalp had been inked with elaborate designs.

And it wasn’t just that. Constantinos was covered from head to foot in tattoos. A reporter once described his skin as looking like a velvety fabric stretched tight around his body.4 Almost every inch was spectacularly covered in exotic animals and mysterious symbols.


Over the years, he had been known by many names: Georg Konstaninos, Djorji Costentenus, Yolos Constantinos, and more. Although he could neither read nor write, he spoke at least five languages. And he told so many tales about himself—including the origin of his tattoos—that the truth has been hard to find.

He said he was a Greek patriot who had fought against his Ottoman oppressors. He claimed he had been a pirate in the Mediterranean. He told of traveling across Asia as a bodyguard and being cruelly tortured by an Eastern despot. In his 1881 “autobiographical” pamphlet, The Life and Adventures of Captain Costentenus, he spun stories of hiding in an Egyptian harem disguised as a girl, being sold into slavery in Persia, and making daring escapes from mortal danger with mysterious and beautiful women.

Which of these were true and which were just good stories?

Before traveling to America, Constantinos had already caused a minor sensation in Europe. Over the past five years, he’d appeared before mid-sized crowds throughout the continent, from medical theaters in Vienna filled with fascinated university students to street festivals as far east as Ukraine. Now, he was trying something new.

It had been over a generation since the last well-known tattooed men had performed in Europe and America, and memories of these men had faded like old tattoos. This newcomer was not only about to step into the vacancy, he was going to surpass their successes. His predecessors—men such as Joseph Kabris (a Frenchman tattooed on the Pacific island of Nuku Hiva) and James O’Connell (the tattooed Irish jig dancer)—could never have dreamed of such international fame within their lifetimes.

The Suevia was bringing Constantinos to the United States to join famed showman Phineas Taylor Barnum’s Greatest Show on Earth. In a few short months, he would be known around the world as “Captain George Costentenus, the Tattooed Greek.” He would go on to cross paths with many of the most important and interesting figures in the golden age of American circus: wirewalker and promoter William Hunt a.k.a. the Great Farini; clown and presidential candidate Dan Rice; Zazel, the original “human cannonball”; and circus innovators William Coup and Dan Castello—to name a few. With the backing of Barnum’s publicity machine and the seemingly inexhaustible American appetite for the unusual, this tattooed man was on his way to becoming one of the most famous performers in American circus history.

•

I’ve been chasing the ghost of Captain George Costentenus for years now.

In 2012, I met my friend Anna at the University of Chicago’s Library of the Health Sciences’ Special Collections and Archives Department. I’ve been fascinated by tattoos for as long as I can remember, and Anna was excited to show me a rare book that had images of a tattooed man in it. I gamely went, not really knowing what to expect, and honestly, not that excited. That was about to change.

The book was the 1872 Atlas der Hautkrankheiten (Atlas of Skin Diseases), written by Dr. Ferdinand Hebra. Hebra was the founder of the Vienna School of Dermatology, and the Atlas was one of the most influential books in the development of modern dermatology. At 23 inches tall and 19 inches wide, it was enormous. The library staff brought the combined Volumes 7 and 8 to our table and Anna and I slowly flipped through the pages together. It was fascinating and unsettling.

[image: Image No. 1]
Images of Costentenus in Atlas der Hautkrankheiten, 1872 (National Library of Medicine)

The paper was stiff and crumbling at the edges, filled with beautifully rendered color drawings of some really horrible-looking skin conditions. There were lots of nasty and uncomfortable facial warts, hands covered with lesions, and a woman with a blue face—conditions that you really hope there’s a cure for now. Surprisingly, among these images of skin diseases were illustrations of several people who did not fit: a pair of white-haired children with albinism, a young boy with so much hair it completely covered his face—and “Georg Constantin,” covered in blue and red tattoos.

The image is spectacular—and much nicer to look at than the facial warts. His large brown eyes seem bright and intelligent. Blue cats surrounded by red blobs face off across his forehead, dozens of blue dots creep out from his beard, and the skin under his eyes has stars on it. Only his nipples, ears, lips, and lightly freckled nose are not tattooed. Everything else is decorated. I was instantly taken with him.

This was not the first time I’d come across the Captain. I’d previously encountered him in a few tattoo history books while doing research for my book The Tattooed Lady: A History.5 I found him again at Harvard’s Houghton Library in 2014, though I was less impressed. They brought me several boxes of cardboard-mounted photos of late 19th century circus and sideshow performers—and a set of white cotton gloves to wear while I sorted through them. There were a few faded photographs of the Captain, looking grumpy and not particularly approachable. Compared to many of the photos of tattooed women and men from a decade or two later, his images are not very impressive. They make him look more like someone with a weird rash than a tattooed man. Whether the photos never really showed the tattoos clearly or if the details have faded over time, I don’t know.


It was the striking images in Atlas der Hautkrankheiten that stuck with me. In 20 years of research on tattooing, I’ve looked at a lot of historical portraits of tattooed people. Costentenus’s tattoos are in a league of their own. In the West, only eight tattooed people were exhibited (or exhibited themselves) before Captain George. All eight had traditional Inuit or Pacific Islander tattoos with geometric designs—all quite different from Captain George’s.

The first two were Inuit women with facial tattoos who were kidnapped in the 1500s. The first, whose name is unknown, was kidnapped by French whalers with her young daughter in 1566 and exhibited in Antwerp for eight months. Their subsequent fate is unknown. The second, a woman known as “Ignorth” (most likely a corruption of the Inuit word arnaq, meaning woman), was kidnapped by British explorer Martin Frobisher in 1577. “Ignorth” was “painted about the eyes and balls of the cheek with a blue colour like the ancient Britains [sic].”6 Frobisher forced her to England to exhibit her with her infant son and another, unrelated Inuit man. All three died shortly after their arrival.


[image: Image No. 2]
Photographs of Costentenus, front (1876) and back (undated) (TCS 7. Harvard Theatre Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard University, and courtesy of Nick Vaccaro’s collection of American Circus Photography)

In the late 1600s, a man from the Pacific Islands named Jeoly was sold in slavery in the Philippines to a British naturalist and pirate named William Dampier.7 Jeoly had Micronesian geometric patterns tattooed on his torso, arms, and legs. He was sold once again, renamed “Prince Giolo,” and exhibited as “a wonder of the age.”8 A piece of his tattooed skin was preserved and stored at the Anatomy School collections at Oxford University. By the early 20th century, it had been lost.


[image: Image No. 3]
Portraits of “Ignorth” (left) and Jeoly (right) (© The Trustees of the British Museum and Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW)

About a hundred years after Jeoly, a man from the Pacific island of Ra’iatea named Mai (sometimes called Omai) was brought to England by Captain James Cook. (Cook’s first voyage to the South Seas had brought back the word “tattoo” from the Polynesian language.) The surviving portraits of Mai show only thin lines and dots on the backs of his hands. But his Tahitian tattoos likely included curved lines covering his buttocks and small designs on the inside of each arm. Mai somehow had more control of his own life than his predecessors and returned home after two years in England.

The final four tattooed performers who preceded Captain George were all Western men who had been tattooed in the South Pacific in the early 1800s. Frenchman Joseph Kabris had sparse Polynesian geometric patterns on his face and body. Englishmen John Rutherford and Barnet Burns had traditional Māori facial tattoos (and probably more on other parts of their bodies). And Irishman James O’Connell had Micronesian patterns on his arms, chest, and legs.

[image: Image No. 4]
Portraits of Joseph Kabris (top left) and John Rutherford (top right) and Barnet Burns (bottom left), (Images courtesy of Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand)

Most other tattooed Europeans of this time had typical Western imagery: ships, flags, military insignia, crudely drawn faces, and even cruder women. These designs were invariably scattered across the person’s body with spaces in between, making the tattoos look as if they were dropped here and there haphazardly.

In the lithograph from Volume 8 of the Atlas der Hautkrankheiten, you can see immediately that Costentenus’s tattoos were anything but typical for a 19th century Westerner—and unlike any of his exhibited predecessors. His were of a style practiced by the Shan people of southeastern Burma (now Myanmar). The Shan designs were tightly packed together on his skin. The lithograph shows blue elephants, birds, snakes, and cats, as well as unusual creatures that look as if they’re straight out of fantasy. The animals are surrounded by red and blue scribbles, which I later learned were text. (The artist trying to depict the tattoos couldn’t read the Burmese language and just did his best to represent the symbols.)

Sir James George Scott, a journalist and British administrator of the Shan States in Burma after Britain took control in 1886, published a book under the pseudonym Shway Yoe called The Burman: His Life and Notions. This book contains a chapter on Shan tattooing, describing how men were tattooed from the belly button to the knee.9 While Costentenus’s tattoos extended to cover his whole body, Scott’s description of Shan designs matches up with what we can see of Costentenus’s: “all kind of animals, tigers, cats, monkeys, and elephants being the commonest… Each representation is surrounded by a roughly oval tracery of a variety of letters of the alphabet, which form a curious and remarkably effective frame. Thus each animal has a setting of its own.”10


The Atlas der Hautkrankheiten also includes an extraordinary diagram on the page opposite the vibrant color lithograph of Costentenus that meticulously labels the different animals and symbols on his face and chest. Many of the animals on his chest were identified with callout letters such as (h) for tigers, (i) for lions, and (k) for elephants. Numerous small star-shaped designs, (b), were noted on his scalp as well as on his face. Oddly, his ear, (f), was labeled, even though it was not tattooed at all.11


[image: Image No. 5]
Color image of Costentenus’s torso from Atlas der Hautkrankheiten, 1872, (Image provided courtesy of the University of Illinois Chicago Library, Special Collections and University Archives)

[image: Image No. 6]
Line drawing of Costentenus’s torso from Atlas der Hautkrankheiten, 1872, (Image provided courtesy of the University of Illinois Chicago Library, Special Collections and University Archives)

When Anna and I returned the Atlas to the library staff, something had clicked. Seeing this guy and his spectacular body suit of tattoos, I wanted to get to know him. I wanted to ask him questions about his wild tattoos, about his travels, about what it was like to be under the scrutiny of a bunch of Austrian scientists who decided to put him in a book about skin diseases, of all things.

I’ve now spent the past several years getting to know Captain George Costentenus. Thanks to countless hours combing through archives and online databases, I have been able to document his extensive career in circus sideshows, dime museums, and other eclectic venues throughout the United States and Europe. It’s been a fascinating challenge. Circus people were not the best of record keepers, and most employees worked for one show in one season and a different show the next. Performers may have worked for any number of dime museums in the off season, traveling from city to city depending on the week or month. And over the years, Captain George went by various names—with consistently inconsistent spellings. All this has made tracking his career a long and intensive process.

Even some of the most basic questions about his life have been hard to pin down. When was he born? I’ve found three different birth dates. Where was he born? He gave many different answers and I can find no definitive records. Was he really a captain—or did P. T. Barnum simply make that up? When and where did he die? Can we even find out?

He came from a part of the world that has had so much upheaval that even when there were records, many of them have been lost. But I love a good research challenge. Digging into old records, deciphering documents, figuring out what details are right and what details are wrong, trying to see when someone in the past made a mistake or when they were intentionally obscuring the truth—all of that is fun for me. It’s a complicated jumble of dates and places, and there is very little documentation to verify anything Costentenus said. We’ve got to sort through all his claims and try to decide what is true and what is humbug!

In The Life and Adventures of Captain Costentenus, he said that he was born in 1836 in Albania (which was then part of the vast Ottoman Empire), in a village that “no longer exists even in name, save for the mouldering ruins of a few cottages.” But on his first U.S. passport application, he gave a birthdate of March 15, 1833, saying he was born in Athens. Later, he said he’d been born in Souli, Greece, as well as Souli, Albania (improbably on the Fourth of July). In earlier accounts, he was referred to as a Souliote, a group of Christians who lived in the mountains on the Greek/Albanian border. The Souliotes had an almost mythic reputation as fierce fighters during the Greek War of Independence against the Ottomans in the 1820s. Yet another article said that he was from a neighborhood of Constantinople called Tatavla. Nicknamed “Little Athens,” Tatavla was home to at least 20,000 Ottoman Greeks.

One newspaper article claimed that Costentenus was not Greek at all. In 1877, the Lowell Daily Citizen in Massachusetts wrote that James Cooley Fletcher, a Presbyterian minister and missionary for the American Tract Society, had met Costentenus while traveling in Italy and that “the captain said that he had himself tattooed expressly for the show business. Mr. Fletcher says that the man is not a Greek, but an Italian.”12 This is probably humbug. It’s remotely possible that Fletcher did meet the tattooed man in Italy in the 1870s, but the missionary was hardly a man with no agenda. Many ministers of the time saw the circus—and popular entertainment in general—as morally corrupt. Painting Costentenus as opportunistic and deceptive would fit with this view.


Costentenus did speak fluent Greek, and throughout his career, he reliably referred to himself as Greek, so I think we can take him at his word on that. And honestly, he might not have known his own birthdate. This was not uncommon at the time, especially among people who were illiterate. His last U.S. passport application in 1894 was probably the most truthful, giving no specific birthdate, just the year 1833.

I have no idea what his childhood was like or where he spent it, since he never talked about it outside of some unlikely tales of adventure. There are a few clues we can follow. He spoke not only Greek but Arabic and Persian fluently, and he knew at least enough French, Spanish, Italian, German, and English to get by. But he was also illiterate, unable to sign his name with anything more than an X. So he must have traveled far and wide enough to acquire a variety of spoken languages, but his childhood was not fortunate enough to include learning to read and write. We can deduce that he originally came from a Greek community somewhere within the Ottoman Empire, and then his life became nomadic. He probably spent more time away from his Greek community than within it. He may have been raised as a servant or a slave—or spent his childhood trying to get by on the streets of Constantinople. He may have grown up working for another Souliote family in the mountains or spent it aboard a ship as a cabin boy, essentially raised by sailors. Here, all we can do is speculate.

While many details about Costentenus’s origins will never be known, once he returned to Europe as a tattooed man, newspapers tracked his every move. I have gathered these reports to reconstruct his story.

The first definitive evidence puts him in Vienna in October of 1870.

•

Vienna, 1870

He was most likely in his late 30s, freshly arrived from the East, and covered in tattoos. In Vienna, then the capital city of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, he would have had a chance of making it big. The bustling city was expanding rapidly, quickly transforming itself into a modern showpiece in preparation for the 1873 World’s Fair. Perhaps Costentenus saw the upcoming fair as an opportunity to catapult himself into a successful career in show business. Certainly, the city was full of possibilities. His immediate tattooed predecessors in Europe—Kabris, Rutherford, and Burns—had set the model decades before. They had displayed themselves at small offices and halls, tried to obtain patronage (either from royalty or the scientific world), and invented adventure stories to further entertain their audiences.

So Costentenus started putting out the word that there was a new act in Vienna, available for hire. Most likely, he first appeared in smaller venues, and before long, he came to the attention of a group of medical men.

Medical communities across Europe were fascinated with “curiosities” (literally rare or novel people or things) in the second half of the 19th century. After Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species in 1859, academics were practically falling over one another to explain and categorize the odd and the exotic. They invited people with unusual medical conditions out of the realm of traveling fairs and royal patronage and into more scientific settings. Physicians would invite performers like the “Aztec Children” (two individuals born with microcephaly, where the head is smaller than expected) and “Krao, the Ape Girl” (a very hairy young lady, most likely from Laos) to their surgical theaters or professional associations. To be clear, these were not respectful medical examinations, but rather exhibitions before select academic audiences. And they were every bit as problematic as they seem.

The audience members would ask probing questions while visually—and sometimes physically—examining the curiosities. This could be quite invasive and the subjects had little control of the limits of these inspections. The academics would publish their conclusions (often furthering racist ideas of Western superiority) in scholarly journals. Newspapers would reprint portions of these articles for the public. The performers could then use their “scientific” status in their advertising, making sure the public knew they were real. It was, in the end, beneficial for the performers’ careers, and it helped the doctors make names for themselves.

This is exactly the path Costentenus followed to launch his career in Europe. On October 25, 1870, he met with members of Vienna’s medical community. The audience included Dr. Ferdinand Hebra (author of the aforementioned Atlas der Hautkrankheiten, with its illustrations of Costentenus) and Dr. Moritz Kaposi (who is remembered for identifying the skin cancer that bears his name, Kaposi’s sarcoma). They wondered how Costentenus had even survived the process of getting so many tattoos. Did he have an unusually high tolerance for pain? What were the effects on his body of so many needle punctures? Wild speculation began on just how many punctures had been involved—and how many gallons of blood he had lost.

Two days later, Kaposi brought the tattooed man to a special meeting of the Gesellschaft der Ärzte (the Society of Physicians) so they could examine him further. The group in the room that day included university faculty and students, as well as members of the Association of Artists and the Anthropological Society. The man they called Georg Constantin would not have been the first person with a tattoo who they had seen, as members of the working class throughout Europe had tattoos. But Costentenus had many more than anyone else they’d come across.

Kaposi described Costentenus as “beautifully and powerfully built” as he undressed and stood on a platform before the audience.13 While it’s not clear how they distinguished one tattoo from another, they somehow arrived at a total of 388 designs covering him from head to toe.


The doctors were surprised that his skin was “fine and smooth,” and that his glands were not swollen.14 Costentenus’s palms, Kaposi and Hebra noted, were filled with line drawings that looked as if they were drawn with hard chalk pastels in red and blue. The joints of his fingers also had markings on them, as did his feet, toes, and penis (ouch). That, they noted, was marked with blue lines and stars. What was not tattooed? They listed only his ears, his nose, his lips, the backs of his hands, the soles of his feet, and his scrotum.


He said he was 43 years old and from Albania—but a native Greek speaker. Kaposi noted that he also spoke several other languages, including a little German. When asked about the origin of his tattoos, Costentenus told them two conflicting stories. In one tale, he had been mining for gold in China, got involved in the losing side of a local dispute, and had been tattooed as punishment. In another tale, he had been a mercenary soldier fighting for the French, before he was captured by the Chinese and tattooed by four men who threatened him with death.15 It seems that Costentenus was trying out different origin stories with the group to see what would stick. Kaposi was, unsurprisingly, skeptical of both versions. But the doctors did comment that, after several conversations with the tattooed man, they had no doubt that he had been to Southeast Asia.


One of the observant audience members was a Dr. Müller, an “Orientalist” who was vocal that Costentenus’s stories of being tattooed by the Chinese were not true. The Dr. Müller in question was most likely Dr. Friedrich Müller, who was a professor of Sanskrit and comparative linguistics at the University of Vienna. He was the founder of linguistic ethnography, which is the study of how language and culture are connected. Dr. Müller recognized the language woven through Costentenus’s tattoos as a form of Burmese. Having studied the languages and cultures of the region, he may have also recognized the particular style of tattooing as coming from the Shan States in Burma. But for whatever reason, Hebra and Kaposi weren’t willing to accept outright that the tattoos were Burmese. Despite Müller’s insistence, they only went so far as to say that the blue and red lettering was “allegedly Burmese… and partly hieroglyphic… the whole picture a peculiar harmonious whole.”16


Also in the audience on that day in Vienna was one of the region’s best known photographers, Ludwig Angerer. Hired by Kaposi and Hebra to take a full-length portrait of the tattooed man, Angerer was a Hungarian-born former pharmacist who had opened the first photographic studio in Vienna in 1858. He had introduced small, inexpensive photographic prints to the masses in Vienna, but Angerer was also known for his large-format formal portraits, including the first of the entire Austro-Hungarian royal family.17


It was the larger format that Angerer took of Costentenus that day, creating the first known photograph of the Tattooed Greek. He’s nude, as he would have appeared before the Viennese audience. He stands tall, with one arm resting on a draped cabinet, the other on his hip. He’s looking off to the side, and it’s hard not to wonder what he’s thinking about.

[image: Image No. 7]
Nude photograph of Costentenus taken by Ludwig Angerer, Vienna, 1870, and an enhanced detail of his left leg from the same photograph (Wellcome Collection)

As with the other photographs of Costentenus, it’s impossible to know if his tattoos were faded and blurry in real life or if it’s just the poor image quality. Most of Costentenus’s tattoos are washed out, with the exception of the areas in shadow: his stomach and left leg. These look like what Scott described in The Burman as the “old style” of Shan tattooing, still seen in Burma at that time. This old style “was to cover every available piece of skin with tracery, so that the figures became blurred and indistinct, and on a dark skin grown old were practically not visible without careful examination.”18


•

Across Europe, 1872– 1876

The first account of Costentenus’s appearance in Vienna actually appeared in the British Medical Journal in November 1871, beating Hebra and Kaposi to print by a few months.19 Their article in Wiener Medizinische Wochenschrift (Viennese Medical Weekly) was finally published in 1872. But by then, Costentenus had moved on and was slowly working his way across the continent. Perhaps he grew impatient waiting for the World’s Fair to begin or new opportunities sprang up elsewhere. Kaposi and Hebra’s article did provide the Tattooed Greek with the international notoriety that he sought. Their German-language article was translated and republished in various other medical journals over the next few years in Great Britain, Germany, and Denmark.20 Sections of the article even popped up in several American newspapers like the Chicago Inter Ocean: “As the Albanian acknowledges to have been in the region of this country [Burma], the Burmese are entitled to whatever credit may belong to the performance of this operation.”21


While the academics wrote about Costentenus in their journals, the man himself caused a stampede of spectators at a Hungarian newspaper office in January of 1872.22 Dionys von Pazmandy, the editor of a paper called Delejm in the city of Pest (which merged with the city of Buda to become Budapest the following year) saw an opportunity to earn a little extra cash. He offered Sunday showings of the tattooed man—but he got more than he bargained for.


The red posters that appeared throughout Buda and Pest invited “an audience of educated gentlemen” to visit his newspaper’s offices to see the “tattooist Konstantin.”23 Certainly, this was no display suited for women, children, or the uneducated, since the tattooed man most likely displayed himself in the nude. It would be far too scandalous for the fairer sex and clearly, the uneducated classes would take it completely the wrong way.


[image: Image No. 8]
Photograph of Costentenus taken by the studio of Emile Tourtin, Paris, 1874 (P. T. Barnum Museum, Bridgeport, Connecticut)

A German-language newspaper Neue Freie Presse commented that “Georg Konstantin” didn’t really understand how to book and exhibit himself yet. It seems von Pazmandy didn’t know what he was doing either. Spectators of all ages, genders, and classes mobbed the performance. The Presse reported that the crowd included apprentices, Sunday strollers, and schoolchildren—as well as men so coarse that they didn’t remove their hats from their heads.24 They “crowded, pushed, cursed…” and broke the doors that got in their way. Von Pazmandy’s landlord “was happy to get away with just a few injured ribs and not to see his apartment completely demolished.”25


Throughout 1872, the news of the tattooed man spread widely. He was sighted in Berlin several times, but he canceled all of his performances there, supposedly due to a lingering, unnamed illness he had brought back from Asia.26 He popped up in Teplice, a city on the German/Czech border. Despite the extreme heat, he was seen wrapped up in a fine fur collar, leaning against a pillar, watching a parade.27 And he made it to Copenhagen in mid-1873, appearing at another medical gathering. He told the local paper that he planned to stay for a few weeks, probably earning additional money at other, less scientific venues.28


By 1874, Costentenus was in Paris, appearing at the now-legendary Folies Bergère. The Folies, which had opened in 1869 as Folies Trévise, had been built as an opera house but quickly expanded its offerings to include other performances, such as acrobats, dancers, and nude women. When Costentenus appeared there in 1874, it featured a large indoor garden at the entrance with spiral staircases leading up to second story galleries.29 On their main stage, he was introduced as “Yolos Constantinos,” and it was said that he’d “already sold his skin to a patient collector, who wants to make a beautiful cushion.”30


The tattooed man had upgraded his act since the near-riot in Hungary two years before. Here, the curtain rose to show him standing, flanked by two men. He slowly shrugged out of a red coat and handed it to one of the two men before starting to turn around, “raising his arms, stretching out his chest and taking poses.”31 After his striptease on stage, he walked down into the room, and strolled along the paths of the theater’s floor. The spectators climbed onto their benches to see him up close and cheer.32


All this was just the beginning. Back in 1872, Costentenus’s first appearance in the American press had predicted that “Barnum will undoubtedly secure him.”33 This proved prophetic. After five years of making headlines across Europe, Costentenus looked west to the United States, where P. T. Barnum and the Greatest Show on Earth were waiting to make him a household name.


[image: Decorative Image No. 1]
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Folies Bergère poster, 1874 (Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Department of Prints and Photography)
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CHAPTER TWO


BARNUM*

* and a few of the people whose work he took credit for, like William Coup and Dan Castello

In Europe, Georg Kostantinus had appeared in a mishmash of offices, fairs, and medical venues. In the United States, Captain George Costentenus would break into a world of circus sideshows and dime museums. But surprisingly, the man who would make him famous, Phineas Taylor Barnum, had only recently stepped into the circus world in a serious way. Although Barnum’s name is now synonymous with the American circus, it wasn’t until 1871, at the age of 60, that the infamous showman found massive success under the big top tent. That was when he started working with William Coup and Dan Castello—and the golden age of American circus began. It would be even later, when he was 70, that Barnum would meet James A. Bailey and they would launch what would become the Barnum and Bailey Circus. And it wasn’t until well after Barnum’s death that the Ringling Brothers bought the show and combined it with their own. Today, Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus is still touring—and is still known as the Greatest Show on Earth. But Barnum’s first forays into the traveling show as a young man were a far cry from the successful show that still carries his name.

The image of Barnum we have today was heavily influenced by his own formidable promotional skills. He not only sold people on his shows and museums, he sold them on himself. Advertisements for his shows included not just images of circus and sideshow acts, but prominently featured his portrait. Barnum updated and republished his autobiography almost annually, packing the pages with accomplishments that were slanted in his favor. In reality, Barnum was a (mostly) successful businessman, a mediocre politician, a masterful promoter, and a shrewd salesman. He was also a huckster who frequently took advantage of the gullibility of his audiences, a trickster who made the ordinary seem to be something extraordinary, and a braggart who often took credit for the work of his business partners. He both exploited the people he promoted and gave them employment and independence. He became an abolitionist, but he had also exhibited enslaved people. His morals and ethics were complicated, to say the least.

Most of all, Barnum had an instinct for understanding what intrigued people and a drive to find ways to profit from that. He gambled on an endless stream of businesses, from a lottery to a newspaper to a museum—making and losing huge amounts of money many times. He even declared bankruptcy once, after an investment in a clock company went bad. He was both a clever entrepreneur and a ruthless opportunist. He was a man who had “a flair for entertaining people and an instinct for promotion,” ready to try anything that would simultaneously entertain crowds, make him money, and heighten his own fame.34


Barnum was 65, at the end of his partnership with William Coup and Dan Castello, when he turned Captain George Costentenus into the world’s most famous tattooed man. But he had honed his talents for finding and exhibiting unique humans over many decades.

•

Before the Greatest Show on Earth: 1810– 1870

Even as a child in Connecticut in the early 1800s, Barnum had been a salesman. He had worked in a variety of small stores before settling on selling lottery tickets as a teenager, developing his skills in fast talking and scheming.35 By 1835, young Barnum had bought a share in a grocery store in New York City. That’s when he stumbled on the first of the many people he would promote and profit from: Joice Heth. An enslaved woman, Heth was being exhibited in Philadelphia by a man claiming that she had been George Washington’s nanny—and was 161 years old. This was, unsurprisingly, not true. But Barnum saw the opportunity to make serious cash. He leased the act—and the woman—from her enslaver.36
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Broadside promoting Joice Heth, 1835, (Courtesy Somers Historical Society) “THE GREATEST Natural & National CURIOSITY IN THE WORLD. JOICE HETH, Nurse to GEN. GEORGE WASHINGTON, (the Father of our Country,)…”

At first, the act was very successful, but when Heth’s popularity began to wane, Barnum began a campaign that would inform his relationship with the press for the rest of his life. He wrote anonymous letters to several papers claiming that Heth was a fake. The letters didn’t question Heth’s age or history. Instead, they questioned her humanity. The letters alleged she was made of rubber, bone, and springs. Barnum’s trick worked. Crowds hurried back to see if she was a real woman or an automaton. Barnum had learned the power of both lying to the public and manipulating the press.

Very little is known of Joice Heth, but she was probably no more than 80 years old, not 161.37 That determination was made by Dr. David L. Rogers, a surgeon and anatomist associated with the New York College of Physicians and Surgeons. Prior to Heth’s death, Rogers had expressed interest in performing a postmortem. So when she died in 1836, Barnum staged a public autopsy. This was, at the time, a popular—if gruesome—form of educational entertainment.38 Rogers, for example, had performed a public dissection of James D. Jeffers, a.k.a. Charles Gibbs, one of the last active pirates in the Caribbean who had been captured on Long Island in 1830 and hanged in 1831.39 For Heth’s autopsy, Barnum—being Barnum—charged admission. Rogers did his examination in front of an audience of 1,500 paying spectators.40 In examining Heth’s organs, coronary arteries, cardiac valves, and brain, Rogers did not find “ossification” that would have indicated to him such advanced age.41


Exhibiting Joice Heth introduced Barnum to the flourishing world of itinerant performers. In the early 19th century, this included everything from fire-eaters and magicians to lecturers like the author Washington Irving.42 This was a world that would develop along with Barnum, allowing him to try promoting a variety of acts on rented stages in the early years of his career. He signed one of the acts, a juggler and plate spinner, to Aaron Turner’s successful Old Columbian Circus in 1836.43 Barnum himself worked as the show’s secretary, treasurer, and ticket seller—learning the ropes of the trade. When the contract was up, Barnum put his earnings into making his own show, which toured the south through 1837 as Barnum’s Grand Scientific and Musical Theater.44 He also tried a steamship show on the Mississippi and a wagon show that traveled from Canada to New Orleans. None of these were particularly successful.45


In 1841, at the age of 31, he was back in New York and still looking for his surefire ticket to fame and fortune. His latest scheme: purchasing “Scudder’s American Museum” on Broadway, near City Hall Park, and transforming it into a spectacular exhibition space. Museums like Scudder’s were not highbrow attractions for the upper class. They were cheap and popular. Admission was typically a dime (less than four dollars in today’s money), and a whole circuit of what came to be called “dime museums” sprang up in cities across the country.46 While the earliest museums in the U.S., like Peale’s in Philadelphia, had been created with education and moral improvement in mind, dime museums met the need for affordable entertainment for the working class. In everything from small storefronts to massive halls, dime museums combined exhibits with live entertainment under one roof. They had dioramas, panoramas, fine art, waxworks, taxidermied specimens, theater—and live curiosities.


Was Barnum thinking that a museum would be his big break or was he simply jumping into an available opportunity? Either way, “Barnum’s American Museum” was to be his most successful enterprise thus far. He expanded it from a collection of taxidermied specimens to include live acts of all types. He brought in ventriloquists, trained birds, flea circuses, the country’s first Punch and Judy puppet show, and James O’Connell—the tattooed jig dancer.47
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Drawing of James O’Connell showing tattooed designs on his forearms, from The Life and Adventures of James F. O’Connell, The Tattooed Man, 1846, (Collection of the Library of Congress)

Barnum’s first tattooed man—and the first performing in the United States—O’Connell had been working steadily in dime museums and circuses since 1836. Born in Ireland, he claimed he had survived two shipwrecks in the Pacific before being stranded—and tattooed—on the island of Pohnpei in Micronesia. The only surviving image depicting O’Connell’s tattoos is a rough line drawing included in a pamphlet he sold at his performances. He reportedly had tattoos on his left hand and both arms, as well as his thighs, back and abdomen. He apparently added chest and facial tattoos later in life. Newspapers said that “on the streets, women and children screamed in horror when they met him.”48 At Barnum’s museum, he danced Irish jigs and gave an unlikely and melodramatic “historical account of his sufferings for eleven years, while a prisoner in the hands of barbarous savages in the North Pacific Ocean.”49 Decades later, Barnum would help craft similarly sensational and racist stories for Costentenus.


Barnum’s museum also showcased wax figures of famous people, artworks, models, artifacts, and antiques. He added a lush rooftop garden with great views of the city and fireworks at night. And he advertised like crazy. He draped the exterior of the museum with banners, projected illusions on the building, bought newspaper ads and traveling advertising carts—anything to get the museum before the eyes of potential paying guests.

Three years after purchasing the museum, Barnum claimed to have 30,000 exhibits.50 He expanded the lecture room and created a theater where he staged morality plays. He put on flower shows, dog shows, and even baby shows, where infants would vie for prizes like “reddest hair.” He also gave space to a growing number of unusual acts: rope dancers, snake charmers, ventriloquists, jugglers, and fortune tellers.


Always trying to make more money, Barnum sent some of his most popular performers and exhibits on tours throughout the country. These traveling shows varied in focus—from the Swedish soprano Jenny Lind to little person Charles Stratton, a talented performer who Barnum had transformed into “General Tom Thumb.” He sent out automatons like clockwork singing birds and mechanical human figures, as well as unusual animals like the “Woolly Horse” and curiosities like the infamous “Fejee Mermaid.” The “mermaid” was advertised with images of beautiful women with fish tails. In reality, it was a preserved specimen that combined body parts from two dead monkeys and a salmon.51


In 1849, he tried creating an entire traveling tent show out of the museum. Over its four year run, the show had two names: Barnum’s Asiatic Caravan, Museum and Menagerie and P. T. Barnum’s Grand Colossal Museum and Menagerie. While Barnum did well financially, the reviews were bad nearly everywhere the show went. It was called “a most disreputable and shabby affair.” The display of wax figures was “nothing but a charnel house and putrid carcasses,” and the animals in the menagerie were “old, worn-out lazy lions.”52 Big success on the road continued to elude him, and the museum remained his biggest triumph.


Like many showmen, Barnum’s fortunes rose and fell throughout the years. At the museum’s peak, Barnum claimed it was the most popular attraction in the country, with more than 15,000 visitors a day.53 Although he continued to recruit and exhibit human oddities through the Civil War, his luck was about to change.54 On July 13, 1865, a fire broke out. It was just past noon, and the museum was crowded with paying customers. The water tanks and pumps that Barnum had installed on the roof for just this type of emergency were put into action, but they weren’t enough.55 All the people were successfully evacuated, but the museum and all its contents, including most of the animals, were destroyed. Ned, the Learned Seal, was one of the lucky few to survive the blaze, supposedly dragged out of the fire by a Brooklyn fireman and taken by cart to a fishtank in the Fulton Fish Market.56


Barnum’s losses were staggering. He valued the collections at more than $400,000 (eight million dollars in today’s money), but he had only insured them for a tenth of that.57 Amazingly, he reopened just four months later in a rented building about a mile farther up Broadway. He packed the new museum full of recently acquired objects and newly hired curiosities. But less than three years later, he lost the new museum as well. In the early hours of March 3, 1868, a fire started in a defective chimney and swept through the building. Unfortunately, the fire department was out battling another fire at the time. It took them an hour to get through the snow-covered streets to the museum. By then it was too late. By the morning, the ruined building was covered in a shining layer of ice, and crowds braved the cold weather for weeks to come and gawk at the museum.


Barnum would not reopen the American Museum after the second fire. He was 58 years old and had been running the museum for almost half his life. He decided to direct his energy and remaining money into politics and—eventually—the circus.
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Stereoscopic photograph, “Barnum’s Museum in ice. Fire 1868”
(From The New York Public Library)

•

The Golden Age of American Circus Begins: 1870– 1872

Even though the museum was gone, it had made Barnum spectacularly rich and equally famous. So it was no wonder that, in the fall of 1870, he was approached by two young showmen from Wisconsin looking for a partnership. William Coup and Dan Castello wanted Barnum to invest in a show that they’d created and toured with for the past year, Dan Castello’s Circus and Egyptian Caravan. Barnum said no.

Now 60 years old, he had recently retired from his first foray into politics after a term in the Connecticut Legislature. He was taking it easy. But Coup persisted, saying “the old showman could stay in retirement, all they wanted was his name” (and money).58 Coup and Castello proposed that they would handle the day-to-day operations, and Barnum would get two-thirds of the profits. On its face, that sounds like it was an incredible deal for Barnum and not so good for Coup and Castello. However, when Barnum finally said yes, his financial infusion into their modest show would transform it into one worth more than three times what it had been.59 The partnership would be everything Coup and Castello had hoped for, but also more than they had bargained for.


William Coup, born in Indiana in 1837, had joined none other than Barnum’s Asiatic Caravan as a roustabout at age 16. Roustabouts were general laborers for the circus, setting up tents, moving wagons, hauling water for animals, and handling anything else that needed doing behind the scenes. It became apparent that Coup’s talents lay in management and logistics, as he worked his way up to assistant manager of several circuses in the 1850s and 1860s.60 Sometime in late 1869 or early 1870, he supposedly bumped into Dan Castello on the streets of Chicago, and the two started working together.


Dan Castello, the more well-known of the two, was born in Ontario around 1832 and had also begun his circus career as a teenager. Over the years, he worked as an acrobat, a clown, and an animal trainer.61 He was the first performer to do a double somersault over eight horses—but a disastrous attempt at bison training ended with him tossed head over heels out of the ring. He, too, moved into a management role in the 1860s, running his own circuses in the United States and Europe.62


It’s likely that Coup, the logistics expert, approached Castello with an idea: building a show that would travel by steamship. So for the first part of the 1870 season, they used Lake Michigan as the show’s highway. They transitioned to wagons in Wisconsin and eventually made their way to Minnesota that October.63


Eager to expand the following season, they kept pushing Barnum to invest, and he finally agreed. Barnum decided—against his family’s wishes—that he needed a new project. It was time to go back to work. But Barnum would be a handful. He wrote to Coup on October 8, 1870, agreeing to invest in the show and lend it his famous name. And he ominously added: “I will spare time to cook up the show in New York when you come.”64 Barnum would clearly not be satisfied to be just a figurehead.


Over their next five seasons of successes and struggles, Barnum was the idea man and the promoter, while Coup and Castello made the ideas happen. Barnum even admitted to a newspaper, “I get men who know what they are about… I’d burst up in a year if I undertook to manage a circus. I don’t know anything about the details of the business.”65 Another newspaper commented that, “hereafter, when the great Barnum show is mentioned, much of its success will be attributed to its able manager, Billy Coup.”66 That’s not what happened. Over the years, Barnum’s talent for publicity and his iron control over his legacy all but erased the roles Coup and Castello played in his massive success.


Their first season together featured a large menagerie that combined newly purchased animals with those of Coup and Castello’s previous show. And Barnum recruited several people from his American Museum days. The show now featured a French giant; a teenager with dwarfism named Leopold Kahn who Barnum billed as “Admiral Dot”; Anne Leak, “the young lady born without arms”; and five-year-old Annie Jones, billed as “the Infant Esau, or Bearded Child”.67 Due to the addition of so many animals, acts, and oddities, this was the first time that a performance ring, menagerie, and museum were housed in separate tents on a circus lot. This necessity launched the era of the sideshow, literally, an extra show on the side.
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Letter envelope from P. T. Barnum to William C. Coup, June 28, 1871, (Collection of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Tibbals Circus Collection)

P. T. Barnum’s Great Traveling Museum, Menagerie, Caravan, and Hippodrome opened in Brooklyn on April 10, 1871, and from there hit most of the states in the northeast. Receipts were good. Reviews were ecstatic. In Rochester, New York, the Democrat and Chronicle proclaimed that “the show… is beyond anything we had reason to anticipate.”68 In Montpelier, Vermont, like many cities, the show sold out quickly and “conquered the town.”69 The three partners were pleased and started making plans for 1872. How could they get to more places? How could they pack more people into the tents? How could they make even more money?!


Coup and Castello’s two largest contributions to the partnership—and to circus history in general—occurred here: they moved the massive show by train and they introduced a second ring to the big top (the largest, main tent). Of course, Barnum, ever the self-promoter, would later take credit for both innovations.

Moving by horse-drawn wagon from town to town was slow. And Coup noticed how widely the daily receipts had varied in 1871. In the larger cities, the show generally brought in two to three times what it made in the small towns.70 If they moved the show by train, he suggested, they could go efficiently from big city to big city. They could even travel by night.


A few smaller shows had traveled by rail for parts of seasons—Castello, for instance, had put his circus on the train for some of the 1868 and 1869 seasons—but they still had to use wagons wherever there was no rail.71 Between 1868 and 1873, however, more than 30,000 miles of new track was laid.72 Now the railroad went where they wanted to go.


It was a fight to get Barnum to agree to the plan. “I was… mentally fatigued by my partner’s opposition and his requests to abandon the scheme,” Coup later wrote in his autobiography.73 Coup finally wore Barnum down and negotiated agreements with various railroad companies. The 1872 show would be the largest circus put on rails at this time—and it would be designed to travel that way. Coup adapted all the set-up and take-down procedures to manage transporting such a large show on railroad cars. He created systems with metal planks and hooks to get the circus wagons on and off the train safely and efficiently.74


As Coup had hoped, this moved them farther and faster than ever before. The show opened in New York City in April of 1872 and worked its way south and west to Kansas by August. From there, it traveled north into Iowa, Illinois, and Wisconsin, ending in Detroit in October.75


The new method of sticking to larger cities worked, but it also meant considerably larger crowds at
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