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The Cultural Life of a
Wild Animal in America
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On Disneyland’s Jungle Cruise, three animatronic men are forever chased
up a palm tree by a rhinoceros whose sharp horn moves endlessly just out
of reach of the lowest man’s bottom. Visitors to this ride float past harmless
elephants who squirt water in the boat’s direction, playful gorillas ransacking
a camp, and an intimidating herd of hippos who, despite the guide’s fearful
warnings, do nothing but surface menacingly from the man-made lagoon.

Since 1955, the Jungle Cruise has been an anomaly in the theme park.
While other rides humanize animals, here they do not talk or sing. They re-
semble their wild selves in both physical form and behavior. The ride claims
to represent actual geographic locations—the tropical forests of Asia, Africa,
and the Americas. Though there is a verbal identification of the continental
shift, visually, the “jungle” itselfis quite amorphous. Actors portray riverboat
guides, adding spontaneity and human contact to the mostly robotic rides
elsewhere. The jungle is too dangerous, it seems, to go it alone. Disney will
send its visitors flying passively over the skies of Neverland, but an anima-
tronic jungle is too much for a lone tourist. The interaction and “adventure”
built into the narrative of this ride reveal a key to the mythology of the jungle
itself. Tourism is essentially written into the experience of the jungle. Hu-
mans interact with wildlife in a seemingly “authentic” experience of a real but
mythologized landscape with real but animatronic animals.

The mechanized creatures in the Jungle Cruise represent animals in the
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wild, not cartoons. Still, there is something not quite wild about these ani-
mals, specifically the rhinoceros. Those are no ordinary men up the tree but
poachers; this is no ordinary ride through the jungle but one endowed with
moral meaning. The wild, it implies, will turn on evil. Thus in Disney’s sole at-
traction about wild animals for nearly fifty years (until the opening of Animal
Kingdom, which offers a similar morality play), they are feared and violent,
yet know right from wrong. They, like their anthropomorphized cousins,
have a moral order."

Having lived with the memory of this ride since childhood, I was struck
when I came across a description of a similar scene in an 1838 news story on
the Indian rhinoceros.” The report quotes a local informant’s “authentic” ac-
count of the animal, which is represented as evidence of the rhino’s wildness.
How did this story survive for close to 150 years and become part of Disney’s
iconic representation of the experience of this animal, not to mention of the
jungle itself?

In American popular culture, rhinos are few and far between, endowing
such cameo appearances with added importance. When it comes to animals
in the latter part of the twentieth century, Disney is a rich source of cultural
meanings. The Disney theme parks and films mirror popular attitudes to-
ward certain species. The Jungle Cruise reflects not only the myth of the
rhinoceros’s wild violence but its continuing association with the image of an
exotic natural landscape.

From the earliest days of the rhino’s existence in the American imagina-
tion, this animal has embodied two elements—the wild and the mythic.
Western theology of the early nineteenth century was characterized by a lit-
eralism that led biblical scholars to identify the rhinoceros with the reem, or
unicorn: possessed of a single horn, solitary rather than social, strong, and
randomly violent. Christian thought blended with science, folklore, ancient
Roman texts, and Renaissance imagery to form anidea of the rhinoceros that
exaggerated its savageness. Cultural perceptions of rhinos as aggressive in-
fluenced how these animals were treated in captivity and even determined
for many years what was accepted as reliable scientific data about the species.
These perceptions simultaneously reflected and reinforced the existing cul-
tural construction of wildness as foreign and foreignness as wild.

In the following analysis, I hope to show why Americans perceive the rhi-
noceros as quintessentially wild. I will argue that past cultural representa-
tions of the rhino have surrounded the biological animal with symbolism
that expresses American attitudes toward its place of origin—the wilderness
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of tropical forests. The longevity of these representations demonstrates a na-
tional preference for myth over science, as well as a predilection for locating
wildness far from home.

Historians have examined the concept of wildness mainly as a problem of
geography. Although wildness and wilderness imply two different meanings—
the former about behavior, the latter about space—one cannot be understood
without the other. Objects—in this case, animals—that are considered wild
are located inside wilderness. Though they can be removed, exhibited, and
displayed outside the space of wilderness, their perceived wildness rests in
their association with this landscape. In his essay “The Trouble with Wilder-
ness,” the environmental historian William Cronon outlines a history ofideas
about wilderness, which was a place of both terror and wonder in which lay
the origins of American identity. Although Cronon focuses on the problem
of separating humans from nature, which he sees as a central problem with
modern environmentalism, he also separates wilderness from time. “[T]here
is nothing natural about the concept of wilderness,” he writes; “[i]t is entirely
a creation of the culture that holds it dear, a product of the very history it
seeks to deny. Indeed, one of the most striking proofs of cultural invention of
wilderness is its thoroughgoing erasure of the history from which it sprang.”
The erasure of history is easier when the place of wild(er)ness is thousands
of miles away. The concept of a jungle wilderness is a cultural construction
reliant on its distance from American history and American experiences of
nature. The mythos remains distinct from the reality. And so it is with the
rhinoceros:

In virtually all of its manifestations wilderness represents a flight from history.
Seen as the original garden, it is a place outside of time, from which human be-
ings had to be ejected before the fallen world of history could properly begin.
Seen as the frontier, it is a savage world at the dawn of civilization, whose trans-
formation represents the very beginning of the national historical epic. ... Seen
as the sacred sublime, it is the home of a God who transcends history by standing
as the One who remains untouched and unchanged by time’s arrow.*

All of Cronon’s assertions about the construction of wilderness—that it is
outside of time, savage, changeless—could be applied to the rhinoceros.®
The story of the rhinoceros reveals much about the construction of wild-
ness in American culture. This story begins with the experience of the first
living rhinoceros to be brought to the United States. The ways in which this
rhinoceros captured the imaginations of the general public left alegacy for all
his cousins to follow. When the animal arrived in Boston Harbor aboard the
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Georgian in 1830, its owner, Marmaduke Burrough, immediately sold it for a
profit to a showman. An American consular official in Calcutta and enter-
prising trader in exotic natural specimens from rocks to human skulls, Bur-
rough had purchased the rhinoceros with the intention of selling it to a me-
nagerie. The archives indicate little more than a profit motive in Burrough’s
transaction, but he did go to quite a bit of trouble to complete it, negotiating
the price, locating a ship willing to transport the cargo, and paying for the
cage, provisions, and freight. Burrough’s brother wrote that year: “I hope you
have made a good thing with your Rhinocerous.”®

The most common way for early-nineteenth-century Americans to experi-
ence exotic animals was in a menagerie. In the preceding century, showmen
had toured the country with unusual creatures, displaying their appearance
and behavior to a wide audience. Some of these creatures performed tricks,
while others merely gazed back from behind bars; but all were meant to
amuse.” These displays presenting wild animals to the public became a form
of popular education, as well. People went to menageries to see animals from
foreign countries and, by extension, to learn and form opinions about those
countries.®

In 1824, the Saturday Evening Post ran an advertisement for “A Grand Ex-
hibition of Twenty-One Living Animals, much the largest and most valuable
collection, ever exhibited in America.” Among the creatures on display were
alion “taken by the Arabs,” a “learned polar bear,” an “ouran outang, or wild
Man of Africa,” Arabian camels, and several llama (or “South American cam-
els”). The advertisement also describes the interactions between humans
and animals that may occur at this exhibition. The lion “will suffer his keeper
to kiss and handle him, and often manifests great fondness for him.” At the
same time, the lion is “the best model of strength joined to agility. Its anger is
noble, its courage is magnanimous.”®

Because the lion seems to display a liking for his human handler, his an-
ger is described not as ferocious or savage but “noble.” Similarly, an elephant
touted as “the largest and most sagacious animal in the world” as well as “one
of the greatest natural curiosities ever offered to the public” was admired
for his “sagacity and docility.” He enacted a balancing act and gave money
to his handler with his trunk. These animals were not put in cages merely
to be observed; they performed “amusing exercises” that demonstrated hu-
mans’ ability to interact with and control these wild creatures as well as the
animals’ ability to interact with culture. The animals in the menagerie were
anthropomorphized—given human characteristics, emotions, and tasks to
accomplish.'
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The rhinoceros, on the other hand, represented a different kind of animal
amusement. It did not accept projections of emotion or intelligence; it would
not perform tricks (or, at least, not exciting ones); and it seemingly had no
desire to participate in human culture. One writer, in fact, thought the rhi-
noceros should steal the moniker “king of the beasts” from the lion, as it “is
certainly more dangerous, and . .. could kill him in a few moments.”"! Despite,
or perhaps because of its resistance to anthropomorphism, the rhino saw its
fifteen minutes of fame as the greatest of all natural curiosities, at least in the
billing of the menagerie business. A September 1830 edition of the Saturday
Evening Post advertised Marmaduke Burrough’s rhinoceros as “The greatest
natural living curiosity ever exhibited in America . . . the Unicorn; or, one
horned rhinoceros.” “His nose is armed with a formidable weapon,” read the
ad, “even the Lion, Tiger, and Elephant avoid a contest with him.”** Despite
the colorful description ofits behavior in the wild, the illustration accompany-
ing the text shows him without animation, as a still, unexpressive specimen.

Americans’ sense of the rhinoceros’s wildness derived not from reports
of the animal’s behavior in its natural habitat but from a link in the Western
imagination between the rhino and the biblical unicorn, or reem. Theolo-
gians had recently identified this creature, which is mentioned in Numbers,
Deuteronomy, and elsewhere in Scripture, with the rhinoceros. Thus the ref-
erence in Burrough’s advertisement evoked not just secular mythology but
also religious associations. I have, however, found no written accounts of the
1830 exhibition that explicitly link the rhino on display with a unicorn.

Nineteenth-century travelers’ reports of encounters with rhinoceroses in
the wild emphasize the animals’ savagery. Sir Andrew Smith, in an excerpt
trom his Illustrations of the Zoology of South Africa, gave this account in 1838
of the wild rhino’s behavior:

Its disposition is extremely fierce, and it universally attacks man if it sees him.
The usual method of escape adopted by the natives is to climb up a dense high
tree, so as to avoid, if possible, being seen. If the animal misses his sight of the
fugitive, he immediately gallops off to his haunt; from when it may be inferred
that [h]e is not endowed with the power of a keen scent. Should he, however, espy
his object in the tree, wo[e] to the unfortunate native: he begins to butt with his
horn, strikes and penetrates the tree, and continues piercing it till it falls when
[his victim seldom escapes being gored to death. ... Havingkilled his victim, he
leaves him without devouring the carcass.’

In this description, the rhino is not only violent but pointlessly so, appar-
ently killing for mere pleasure. The rhinoceros is not a carnivore but, accord-
ing to Smith, will attack humans without provocation. Moreover, this is not
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Broadside for the
rhinoceros, or unicorn,
1835. (Circus World Museum,
Baraboo, Wisconsin)
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survival of the fittest, where one animal dies so that another may live; it is a
matter of chance, in which human death serves only to prove the animal’s fe-
rocity. This narrative affirms the popularity of such stories in natural-history
texts. The rhinoceros’s behavior as represented in Smith’s text was a product
of local mythology, not of scientific observation. These accounts of the rhino
frequently refer to Pliny the Elder (AD 23-79) of ancient Rome, who was con-
sidered the first natural philosopher by nineteenth-century Westerners and
who describes the rhinoceros this way in his Naturalis Historia:

In the same solemnities of Pompey, as many times else, was shewed a Rhinoceros,
with one horne and no more, and the same in his snout or muzzle. This is a second
enemie by nature to an Elephant. He fileth that horne of his against hard stones,
and maketh it sharpe against he should fight; and in his conflict with the Elephant,
he layeth principally at his bellie, which he knoweth to be more tender than the
rest. He is full as long as he, his legges are much shorter, and of the boxe colour.*

Pliny’s description relies explicitly on observation of a captive rhinoceros,
not a wild one. What’s more, the rhino is shown as a calculating enemy of the
elephant, the animal that Pliny praised as “the greatest, and [the one that]
commeth neerest in wit and capacitie, to men.”"® Thus by syllogistic logic
the rhino is identified as humans’ adversary and located at the periphery of
civilization.®

Although distant in time and space from nineteenth-century American
observers of the captive rhinoceros, Pliny molded the opinions of the edu-
cated public in regard to exotic animals such as the rhinoceros. Writers in
the popular press of the 1830s invoked this classical authority to reinforce
notions of typical rhino behavior. For example, a report in Mechanics’ &
Farmers’ Magazine of Useful Knowledge on the first rhino brought to Amer-
ica described the species as a “great rarity . . . that was better known to the
ancients, since we have accounts of him from Pliny, Dio Cassius, and oth-
ers, from whom we learn that he was frequently exhibited in their circus and
triumphal shows.”"” The anonymous author goes on to use Pliny to portray
the alleged violence of rhinos, despite never having observed such behavior
himself. The article does, however, claim that even though the rhinoceros on
exhibit in Boston was “not of a ferocious nature,” it “is sometimes liable to
paroxysms of rage.”"® This phrase regarding fits of ferocity is repeated again
and again in descriptions of the rhinoceros, both general ones and those in
natural-history publications. These fits are thought to be a natural trait even
though they are seen only in the captive rhinoceros. As the author of the Me-
chanics’ & Farmers’ article puts it:
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The animal now with us, appears to be of a stupid nature, and exhibits no traits of
intelligence or instinct beyond those of the Hog, to which he seems to be allied
in manners as well as form. He appears to distinguish no one around him, and to
be insensible to every thing but the calls of appetite; eats constantly, whenever
tood is offered to him, and almost of any kinds. . . . It is singular, however, that his
natural placidity of temper should be interrupted by a fit of passion, which he is
subject to every day, with the greatest regularity, and sometimes twice a day. The
fury attacks him, with more or less of violence, during which he is entirely ungov-
ernable, runs about butting with his horn against any thing within his reach, and
is only appeased by offering him some of his favorite sweet food."

Like Pliny, this writer interprets the captive animal’s behavior as evidence of
its habits in the wild. S/he blames neither the handler nor the condition of
captivity itself for the fits but the rhino’s own nature. The behavior of caged
animals, however, is culturally constructed not only by the preconceived no-
tions of the audience but by its artificial environment and treatment by hu-
mans. Reports of the captive rhinoceros reveal more than its natural disposi-
tion; they convey culturally embedded ideas about its wildness as well as the
rhino’s own ideas about being on display.

Atleast one ambitious showman of this era attempted to train a rhinoceros
for show. In 1855, Dan Rice purchased a rhino known as “Old Put” (after the
Revolutionary War hero Israel Putnam) and taught it to sit, lie down, grunt,
walk at varying speeds, and mount steps. The best he could do with the ani-
mal, other than the claim to have “exercised his will over ‘the most obdurate
disposition of animal nature,” was teach it to ring a fire bell in a circus skit.
The public was unimpressed, and the rhinoceros was “unanimously voted a
humbug and a bore.”*° Old Put had killed a previous keeper, and his attitude
toward his new handler showed no improvement. He gored Rice, sending
him to the hospital for several days.”!

Similar to Old Put, other rhinos on display were not passive actors in the
construction of their wildness. As living beings, rhinoceroses exhibit indi-
vidualistic behaviors and react to stimuli in their environments. Although
some animals were acknowledged in the nineteenth century as possessing a
degree of individuality, the rhinoceros was not among them. It is difficult for
humans to observe rhinocerosesin the wild, as they wander dense jungles and
swampy wetlands. This choice of habitat in and of itself has contributed to its
mythic cultural construction. Each rhino reacts differently when confronted
with humans, and its reactions are conditioned by multiple factors, such as
gender, age, season of the year, and the presence of offspring. The rhino may
charge, approach, or flee. The most prevalent account of the rhino is of the
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one who charges. But the sheer number of these reports does not necessarily
reflect a reality. The rhino who walks away undetected may be as common
as the one who chases a hunter up a tree. It is the latter tale, however, that is
more exciting to tell, causing its popularity in the published literature.

In captivity, a rhino will not behave as it did in the wild. Placed in com-
pletely artificial surroundings, an animal is but a relic of its wild self. The Bos-
ton rhinoceros’s “paroxysms of rage” suggest frustration with an alien and
frightening environment. Though it may seem obvious that a caged animal
acts differently from a free one in a recognizable landscape, this does not ap-
pear to be the understanding of those viewing this rhinoceros. The animal,
removed from its natural environment, represented an “essence” of itself; its
behavior was assumed to be a “natural” state of being. The caged rhinoceros
provided a laboratory for the study not of nature but of the interaction be-
tween nature and culture. This critical point is one at which environmental
history and cultural studies intersect. Studies of animals in history require
examination of their perceived place in human culture at any given moment
as well as a breakdown of these cultural lenses, attempting to understand the
animal’s behavior as more than symbolic. Without anthropomorphizing,
scholars need to give an element of agency to animals both in the wild and in
captivity in the construction of their cultural images. Understanding animal
behavior is integral to understanding what people saw and what they did not
see when looking at animals.??

The Iconography of the “Ugly” Rhinoceros

“[T]he Rhinoceros maintained its characteristic ugliness,” wrote one female
visitor to a menagerie in 1834.>> Although she does not say where she got the
idea that rhinos are ugly, the fact that she reiterated this view after her visit
reveals one of the functions of the menagerie—to confirm commonly held
beliefs about the natural world. While Pliny’s writing guided nineteenth-
century notions of rhinoceros behavior, popular ideas about what rhinos ac-
tually looked like derived from the work of the sixteenth-century German
artist Albrecht Direr. Although Diirer had never actually seen a rhino, in
1515 he created the image that remained for several centuries the best-known
representation of it in Europe.

Diirer’s woodcut was based on descriptions and a sketch, sent to Nurem-
burg from Lisbon, of an Indian rhino presented as a gift to the king of Por-
tugal, Manuel L.>* However unnatural Diirer’s illustration may appear to the
modern eye, this picture provided the visual vocabulary used by subsequent
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Albrecht Direr, Rhinoceros, 1515. (Photo courtesy of the British Museum, London)

natural-history illustrators. Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, exag-
gerated the animal’s features in his Histoire Naturelle (1764), where the rhi-
noceros retains the armored skin and cumbersomeness of Diirer’s depiction
but assumes a new pose. Its horn is much more delicate than Diirer’s, how-
ever, and Buffon has added significant details to the landscape in which the
animal is portrayed. Whereas Diirer simply sketched the rhinoceros on top
of a patch of grass, Buffon drew it on the edge of a cliff, with a mountain in the
far left and another cliff on the right.

Buffon’s drawing appeared after what the historian Louise E. Robbins calls
a “veritable ‘thinomania’ of poems, coiffures a la rhinoceros, engravings, and
fancy clocks with rhinoceros bases,” which had been spurred by the exhibi-
tion of a rhino in France in 1749.> The advertising for this French rhinoceros
described it as exotic and naturally fierce but, unlike the later American one,
“gentle as a dove.”?® It allegedly ran around its handler’s house like a pet dog.
Although Buffon did not go to see this rhinoceros, he was undoubtedly aware
of the cultural artifacts that depicted it; and it is likely that he based his en-
graving on a life-size painting of the French rhinoceros by another artist.””
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Another French naturalist, Georges Cuvier (1769-1832), painted the rhi-
noceros in a watery landscape with a marsh surrounding a lake. The rhinoc-
eros is plated but not heavily, and its horn is realistically depicted. Most sig-
nificant is the rhinoceros’s pose. Cuvier’s rhino is active, not standing like
a frozen relic or stuffed corpse but moving freely. Its eyes are alert but not
directed at the viewer.

Carl Joseph Brodtmann’s illustrations in his Natural History of Mammals
(1827) return the rhino to a simple patch of grass, giving it something natu-
ral to stand on that nevertheless conveys no real sense of its native home.
Buffon’s cliff was more dramatic than the natural landscape, associating the
rhino with the traditional imagery of the sublime. Although Cuvier’s illustra-
tion resembles the rhino’s native habitat, he used another landscape of sub-

Georges-Louis Marie
Leclerc, Comte de
Buffon, L'Rhinoceros,
from Histoire Naturelle
(ca.1764). (Special
Collections, University of
Virginia Library)
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limity—the amorphous space between land and water. One gets the sense
when looking at Cuvier’s rhino that it is a living being with a life of its own;
whereas Buffon’s is compelled to interact with culture through its gaze.*®

In Brodtmann’s representation, however, the rhino is a scientific speci-
men, neither gazing back like a captive amusement nor wandering freely.
He reverts back to the static pose of Diirer’s rhinoceros. Although the ani-
mal looks less cumbersome than Diirer’s, in both drawings the rhinoceros is
looking down and inactive. It seems that Brodtmann, despite his having seen
a specimen of the actual animal, could not forget the cultural images of the
rhino. He was drawing from nature but thinking about Diirer. Thus images
of the rhino in the 1820s did away with the idealized landscapes of Buffon
and Cuvier, placing animals outside of the landscape as physical specimens
removed from natural settings. This convention reveals the shifting repre-
sentation of animals in an increasingly scientific world as well as the ways in
which the public was viewing these animals.

Early-nineteenth-century menageries contributed to this changing per-
ception, since all of their animals lived on mere piles of hay in cages with steel
bars.?” Hence, visitors were unable to visualize the natural habitats of ani-
mals. They became scientific specimens that were significant for their physi-
cal form alone. Ifimagined in alandscape of the sublime, whether perched on
a cliff or mired in a swamp, the rhinoceros was a representative of the exotic
in the world and the wild in nature.

By 1860, however, P. T. Barnum was advertising his menagerie with an il-
lustration of a rhino that placed the viewer inside the animal’s cage. This per-
spective suggests a tame and perhaps even domesticated animal, as do the car-
toonlike illustrations encircling the larger inset. In these vignettes, the rhino
is shown being hosed down, looking at well-dressed ladies, lazing about, and
being pulled in its cage by an elephant. The overall impression created by these
images is that of a manageable creature, passive and unthreatening.

This advertisement works on two levels. First, Barnum wishes to attract a
paying audience to his menagerie. Second, he plays on cultural perceptions
of the rhinoceros to suggest that people will not only see what they expect
but something more amusing. In Barnum’s menagerie, one should feel more
than awe at the rhino’s rage or ugliness; one should see the rhino as a lumber-
ing, lazy, odd creature of habit. Barnum’s attempt here at anthropomorphiz-
ing the rhinoceros transforms the wild animal into an object of amusement.
He animates its behavior, forcing thoughts and feelings on the animal.

Barnum’s illustration takes the rhinoceros completely out of the jungle.
Even more fascinating, however, is how, by doing so, Barnum has also taken
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the jungle out of the rhinoceros. His rhino is an almost entirely cultural be-
ing, with no resemblance to its natural self other than physical form. It is not
imagined as exotic or primitive; it is not meant to stand for the wild land-
scapes of Africa and Asia. It is simply an amusing sight—completely Ameri-
can, completely cultural.

The preference for the exotic did not, however, sever the rhino from its nat-
ural habitat. Although Barnum’s amusement made the attempt, writers and
artists extolled the exotic and the wild as sublime, restoring the rhino to its
jungle home. While Barnum’s rhino interacted with urban Americans rather
than jungle dwellers, late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century museums,
zoos, and films visually restored the rhinoceros to its native landscape. As the
public became more familiar with the form of the rhinoceros, they began to
turn away from sources such as the Bible, Pliny, and Diirer, looking instead to
these new sources of information. By the twentieth century, both science and
entertainment sought to understand animals in relation to their natural habi-
tat. American zoos increasingly replaced cages with “enclosures”—spaces
that re-created an animal’s natural habitat and constructed for the viewer an
imagined glimpse into the creature’s life in the wild.*° Displaying the rhinoc-
eros in such a setting reflected a changing aesthetic of wildness.

The rhinoceros appeared on the American scene in 1830 at a time when
science and myth still coexisted peacefully. By 1860, tensions between en-
tertainment and science pushed the rhinoceros out of the milieu of popular
culture. Along with a growing body of scientific data that denied the rhino’s
mythic origins, trainers’ inability to make the animal do anything that au-
diences found entertaining limited the place of the rhinoceros in American
culture to zoological parks, not circuses. As the modern zoo emerged as a
place of education, science, and recreation and the rhino’s novelty and mys-
tery wore off, its failure as a performer led to a fall from its former billing as
the greatest of natural curiosities.

Similarly, the shift in zoos from cages to natural enclosures indicates an
increasing public interest in the animal as more than itself, as part of a specif-
ic geography. Although for many this meant a more rational view of the world
and the emergence of ecological thought, to others reacting to increasingly
scientific constructions of nature, it had a different meaning. Nature writers,
who clung to the idea of wildness as an integral part of American character
and modern individuality, sought refuge in the concept of wildness. Interest-
ed in nature for its spiritual rather than empirical ends, these writers would
regard the rhinoceros’s habitat (if not the rhinoceros itself) as a true source
of wildness.
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“Wild Fancies”

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) looked to nature as the savior of the world,
and, though not an unscientific man, he did not intend to let scientific knowl-
edge ruin his spiritual communion with it. In his 1862 essay “Walking,”
Thoreau wrote: “The wildest dreams of wild men, even, are not the less true,
though they may not recommend themselves to the sense which is most com-
mon among Englishmen and Americans today.”*" Here Thoreau complicates
the meaning of truth in nature by asserting that foreign perspectives are as
valid as those of his fellow countrymen and intellectual peers.

“The geologist has discovered,” Thoreau continues, “that the figures of ser-
pents, griffins, flying dragons, and other fanciful embellishments of heraldry,
have their prototypes in the forms of fossil species which were extinct before
man was created, and hence ‘indicate a faint and shadowy knowledge of a
previous state of organic existence.”” Invoking mythological creatures, Tho-
reau turns science on its head, calling their discoveries not a new understand-
ing of the prehistoric world but evidence of the mythological one. His idea of
a “shadowy knowledge” is key here, for what Thoreau is suggesting is that this
prehistoric world can never be known except through shadow.*

Thoreau backed up his claim that truth in nature is subjective when he
argued: “The Hindus dreamed that the earth rested on an elephant, and the
elephant on a tortoise, and the tortoise on a serpent; and though it may be an
unimportant coincidence, it will not be out of place here to state, that a fossil
tortoise has lately been discovered in Asia large enough to support an ele-
phant.”** He knows that his colleagues may dismiss this justification of East-
ern mythology as “an unimportant coincidence,” yet Thoreau insists that it is
still important to consider this point of view. In fact, he concludes: “I confess
that I am partial to these wild fancies, which transcend the order of time and
development. They are the most sublime recreation of the intellect.”**

Thoreau, the famous advocate of wildness as the savior of the world, pre-
fers abstract, mythological wildness to none at all. He mourns the world that
science created in the first half of the nineteenth century, preferring foreign
mythology to scientific explanation. For Thoreau, fossils re-create the mythic
world of dragons and serpents, and support not biblical or paleontological
texts but those of an exotic mythos. Thoreau wants wildness to remain “shad-
owy.” It is not scientific inquiry that raises the intellect but “wild fancies”; it is
not fact that inspires but sublimity. His fear is that, by knowing nature scien-
tifically, its wildness would be lost. This suggests that, to Thoreau, wildness has
less to do with nature itself than with the narratives to which it is attached.
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Thoreau’s location of validity in Hindu mythology is significant to the rhi-
noceros not only because both are Indian imports, but because both “tran-
scend the order of time and development.” And it is these foreign roots that
allow them to do so. Looking at a living rhinoceros in America is a “sublime
recreation of the intellect” because it at once inspires thoughts of the ancient,
the mythic, the exotic, and the wild. It is the epitome of the sublime. It is this
same cultural preference for “wild fancies” that enables Disneyland’s Jungle
Cruise, first opened in 1955, to employ a nineteenth-century myth about the
rhinoceros that continues to have meaning in the twenty-first century. The
rhinoceros is an example of a growing cultural preference for myth over sci-
ence. This preference is reflected in specific ideas about the rhinoceros but is
seen in more general arguments over wilderness throughout the later nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

Even among preservationists, arguments about animal representation
abounded. There were those who told tales of animals by anthropomorphiz-
ing them, and those who adamantly opposed such “nature-fakery.”** Thus
even “wild fancies” conflicted and were often contested. Why the rhinoceros
remains unanthropomorphized in American culture is a question that reveals
a consensus on how the species is defined if not on the definition of wildness
itself. The rhino’s wildness is complex and unstable; perceptions of the animal
have relied on methods of exhibition and shifting notions of the place of wil-
derness. Thoreau is lamenting the loss of his idea of nature through science,
just as turn-of-the-century Americans mourned the loss of wilderness in the
perceived closing of the frontier. Throughout the nineteenth century and well
into the twentieth, the rhinoceros stood for the uncontested wildness of ex-
otic places. Wildness is something “out there,” something removed from civi-
lization; the jungles of Asia and Africa where rhinoceros roam are as removed
from American life as one can imagine.36 Because of its origins abroad, the
rhinoceros retains an air of the mythic, mystic, and wild. The voiceless rhi-
noceros supports the American construction of wildness as a cultural rather
than a scientific term. Like the rhino in the menagerie, whose behavior is a
product of both its natural disposition and cultural conditioning, wildness
itself has been defined in a negotiation of natural and cultural realities.

The wild is unpredictable and sublime. It inspires respect and retains dig-
nity. Neither measurable nor rational, wildness cannot be scientifically stud-
ied. It is a wholly cultural construction; and while nature plays a role in this
construction, there is no such thing as innate or inborn wildness (though
that is how it has often been historically understood). Scientists study ani-
mals’ behavior, not their wildness; if their behavior is seen as wild, that is
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cultural, not biological. It is therefore vital for those who study culture to
analyze the relationship between humans and animals.

Frieda Knobloch argues that historians must reevaluate scientific docu-
ments from their own perspective because scientists themselves “refuse to
acknowledge their epistemological limitations and formally exclude points
of view that draw attention to the made-up-ness of science.”®” She further
argues that the archives (both historical and scientific) are products of a “fic-
tion of colonial knowledge gathering and control.”*® Thus to retell the story
of rhinos from their own perspective is difficult not only because they do
not speak for themselves but also because the archive itself refuses them a
voice. Knobloch’s assertion that historical science is a fiction draws further
attention to the fact that certain places and animals are labeled “wild” for rea-
sons beyond the natural. Ideas about animals reflect ideas about the places
in which they live. Constructions of foreign landscapes are entangled in per-
ceptions of other cultures as well as other natures.

Wildness, then, is constructed out of the unseen or, as Thoreau would have
it, “shadowy” truths about nature. Through the rhinoceros, Americans could
construct wildness as a truly sublime, exotic Other. Equating the rhinoceros
with the ultimate wild, savage beast, Americans temporally and spatially dis-
placed real wildness. They made wildness an abstract ideology rather than a
material reality.

If Cronon’s idea of wilderness as a place can be transposed onto wildness
in animals, it says something more about wildness as a product of the pastand
of the mythic. Thus the wildness of animals lies not only in their association
with the geography of wilderness but with an imagined inheritance of wild-
ness from mythical and prehistoric beasts. Just as culture ascribed ancient
time to wildness, the jungle—as a realm outside Western notions of civiliza-
tion—was made sublimely wild. The wilderness is populated by beings who
will forever remain beyond the margins of civilization. Thus it becomes obvi-
ous why nineteenth-century scientists and writers put such faith in firsthand
accounts of the wilderness and its creatures. They were seen as one and the
same, existing in a timeless mythic arena.

The Indian rhino is one of the few animals popularly known by its taxo-
nomic nomenclature—Rhinoceros unicornis—while outside of a scientific
context no one would ever refer to a polar bear as Ursus arctos or to a wolf as
Canis lupus. The rhinoceros’s Linnaean classification reflects its mythic asso-
ciations, but in the cultural imagination it is the scientific name that prevails.
So what is it about this animal that wards off anthropomorphism and senti-
mentality? It is its fulfillment of an American construction of wildness.
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Because the rhinoceros does not live in the wilds of America, it has been
easier for creators of culture to construct its image without regard to its actu-
al behavior. It is always necessarily removed from its habitat and put in cages,
dioramas, or on film. Removed spatially from the animal’s native range, pro-
ducers of Western cultural images have used the rhinoceros as a symbol of
the sublime in nature. Most Americans have never interacted with a rhinoc-
eros; there are no folk narratives of the rhino.** Representations of the rhi-
noceros, whether scientific or popular or even animatronic, are highly con-
structed images. If in today’s Animal Kingdom theme park uncaged rhinos
can peacefully coexist with tourists, is it culture or nature that has changed?
Perhaps a little of both.
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