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          I N  , a contributor to  Blackwood ’ s Magazine , 
William Aytoun, recounted his childhood experiences 
of visiting George Wombwell ’ s travelling menagerie 
on Edinburgh ’ s Castle Mound. Writing nostalgically 
about his boyhood encounters with the wild beasts, 
the now grown-up menagerie customer described 
how he had been enticed into the show, that  ‘ mysterious 
quadrangle of wagons ’ , by the  ‘ huge and somewhat 
incongruous pictures of lions, tigers, panthers, leopards, 
wolves and boa constrictors making their way towards 
some common centrepiece of carrion ’ . The entry fee 
paid, Aytoun ventured into the menagerie  ‘ with a far 
more excited feeling than any middle-aged traveller 
experiences when he first catches a glimpse of 
Timbuctoo ’ , and, descending a fl ight of stairs into the 
interior of the caravan, was immediately assailed by 
the  ‘ strange and wildly tropical  . . .  commixed odour 
of sawdust, ammonia and orange peel ’ .  ‘ A hideous 
growling, snarling, hissing, baying, barking and 
chattering ’  assaulted the young visitor ’ s ears as he 
penetrated further into the exhibition. Apprehension, 
however, was soon replaced by enchantment as the 
boy scrutinized in turn each of the caged animals 
and observed their movements. Years later Aytoun 
still remembered seeing  ‘ Nero, the indulgent old lion, 
who would stand any amount of liberties ’ , admiring 
the handsome zebra,  ‘ whom we greatly coveted for a 
pony ’ , and proffering a bun to the amicable elephant  –  

 ‘ what a nice beast ’   –  who  ‘ from nine in the morning 
till six in the dewy eve  . . .  must have swallowed as 
many [cakes] as ought to have deranged the digestion 
of a ragged school ’ . He was more wary of Wallace,  ‘ the 
Scottish lion  –  a rampant, reddish-maned animal, 
who would not tolerate the affront of being roused by 
the application of a long pole ’ . 

 The experiences of the youthful Aytoun encapsu-
late the distinctive ambience of the travelling wild 
beast show and conjure a vivid picture of how the 
layout, atmosphere and contents of the menagerie 
mediated visitors ’  perception of its inmates. Detailing 
his memories of Wombwell ’ s show from a distance of 
some twenty years, Aytoun still recollected graphically 
the sights and sounds that had greeted him upon 
entering the zoological establishment. He was con-
vinced that  ‘ the ambulatory menageries were most 
valuable schools for instruction in natural history ’  in 
the days when  ‘ there were no zoological gardens ’ , and 
he contended, for this reason, that  ‘ the names of 
Wombwell and [fellow menagerist] Polito ’  should be 
regarded  ‘ with reverence ’ . Still more interestingly, 
the now adult Aytoun presented his visit to Wom-
bwell ’ s collection as a truly magical and awe-inspiring 
experience that encompassed a whole gamut of emo-
tions  –  from  ‘ intense delight ’  on viewing the gentler 
animals to an  ‘ ecstasy of fear ’  at the sight of the Bengal 
tiger, whose eyes fl icked open as he walked past as if 
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 ‘ waking up from some pleasant reverie of masticated 
Hindoo ’ , and whose  ‘ glassy stare ’  seemed to be 
directed  ‘ right at our chubby countenance as 
if appraising the source of his next meal ’ . These 
recollections  –  though inflected with humour and 
exaggerated for comic effect  –  elucidate the physical 
reality of visiting a travelling menagerie and the exotic 
associations it evoked in at least one spectator. They 
show how proximity to the beasts, with all the associated 
smells, sounds and anxieties, could make a trip to 
the itinerant animal collection an educational and 
multi-sensory experience. 1  

 This article examines mobile menageries in 
nineteenth-century Britain. Ever expanding in scope, 
and extremely popular in appeal, peripatetic wild beast 
collections functioned simultaneously as a source 
of rudimentary zoological knowledge and a popular 
form of entertainment, complementing contemporary 
amusements like the pantomime, ethnographic exhib-
ition or moving panorama. 2  Though zoological gardens 
emerged in London at the end of the s and in 
several provincial cities in the s, including 
Liverpool, Manchester, Bristol and Edinburgh, menag-
eries continued to attract a broad range of visitors 
throughout the century and catered to sectors of the 
population who, through class or geography, lacked 
easy access to static zoological collections. They 
have, however, received relatively little attention from 
historians in comparison to zoos, with the result that 
their range, longevity and popularity have not been 
fully appreciated. 3  

 We shall explore both the commercial and educa-
tional functions of travelling zoological collections, 
which were formed and developed with commercial 
imperatives in mind, but which marketed themselves  –  
and were perceived by some contemporaries  –  as living 
museums of natural history. To assess who patronized 
menageries and how collections were presented, use is 
made of a previously little used source: contemporary 
newspapers. These publications frequently carried in-
formation on travelling shows in the form, fi rstly, of 
paid advertisements and, secondly, of reports on how 
menageries were received, or, on occasion, of un-
fortunate accidents that occurred within their 
walls. Though occasionally somewhat condescend-
ing towards working class menagerie patrons, news-
paper reports offer a valuable insight into the audience 
make-up and reception of menageries and give us a 
sense of their itineraries. 

 Menageries are analysed from two interrelated 
perspectives. Firstly, they are situated within the 
broader context of popular culture and entertainment. 
The Industrial Revolution has traditionally been seen 
as leading to the suppression of popular leisure activities. 
This view has, however, been challenged by Hugh 
Cunningham, who suggests that, rather than witnessing 
the decline of popular leisure, the fi rst decades of the 
nineteenth century saw its commercialization on a 
mass scale:  ‘ if leisure for the middle class became 
commercialised in the eighteenth century, for the 
mass of the people it was being commercialized from 
the very early nineteenth century, and in a form which 
gave rise to a vigorous popular culture of entertainment ’ . 4  
Travelling menageries in many ways exemplifi ed this 
shift, forming a key element of contemporary fairs. 
Their clientele transcended boundaries of class, age 
and gender, but they also served to reinforce class 
distinctions by admitting spectators at different rates 
and at different times according to their background. 5  

 Secondly, menageries are viewed as part of the 
growing movement for rational recreation and popular 
science that fl ourished in the mid-nineteenth century. 
Evidenced by popular crazes like the collection of 
ferns and the keeping of aquaria, and fuelled by a 
profusion of increasingly affordable natural history 
texts, such as Charlotte Smith ’ s  Natural History of 
Birds  () and J. G. Wood ’ s  Sketches and Anecdotes 
of Animal Life  ()  –  to name just a couple – a taste for 
knowledge of the natural world became increasingly 
widespread in contemporary British society. 6  Menag-
eries were always, fi rst and foremost, commercially 
driven operations. Like other fairground exhibitors, 
however, their owners  ‘ were not immune to the rise of 
the ethos of rational recreation ’ , and, through making 
exotic animals accessible to a broad spectrum of the 
population, they popularized zoology and served as a 
vehicle for communicating basic scientifi c informa-
tion. 7  Here I consider some of the methods used to 
enhance the menagerie ’ s educational function  –  from 
the production of printed guidebooks to verbal com-
mentaries by keepers  –  situating these exhibitions 
within a wider culture of popular natural history, 
which was itself often consumer driven and performance 
based. 8  I am concerned, specifi cally, with the accessi-
bility of travelling animal collections, the manner 
in which these collections were publicized and the 
type of information that visitors may have acquired 
through visiting a menagerie  –  the latter harder to 
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ascertain, but in part recoverable through sources 
such as personal letters and published accounts like 
the one in  Blackwood ’ s Magazine . 9   

 Origins and evolution 

 Exotic animals started to tour Britain in large col-
lections towards the end of the eighteenth century. 
In earlier decades they had tended to travel singly, 
like the rhinoceros, Clara, who famously toured 
Europe between  and . 10  From the s 
onwards, however, whole menageries began to circu-
late the country, featuring a variety of different spe-
cies. In May , for example, Gilbert Pidcock 
visited Ipswich with a  ‘ grand assemblage of curious 
foreign animals and beasts  . . .  in four magnifi cent 
caravans ’ , including  ‘ a most stupendous elephant ’ , 
 ‘ a lion and lioness ’ ,  ‘ two royal Bengal tigers ’ ,  ‘ two 
ravenous hyenas ’  and  ‘ a beautiful antelope  . . .  said 
to be the swiftest on the face of the globe ’ . 11  

 As the nineteenth century progressed, touring 
menageries grew ever larger. Overseas exploration 
and colonial trade made new creatures available to 
showmen and the range and number of animals on 
display expanded. Where Pidcock had arrived in 
Ipswich with four caravans of animals, his fellow 
menagerist George Wombwell entered the city in 
 towing  ‘ a train of caravans, amounting to up-
wards of fifteen in number and drawn by between 
 and  horses ’ . 12  Twenty-seven years later 
Wombwell ’ s rival William Manders boasted an even 
larger collection, constructing  ‘ a spacious enclosure 
 feet in depth by  feet in width ’  in Leicester for 
the exhibition of his  ‘ five hundred living specimens 
of natural curiosity ’ . 13  

 As the size of travelling menageries increased, so 
did the number of showmen involved in the business, 
each decade giving rise to a new crop of menagerists. 
In the fi rst twenty years of the nineteenth century, 
Pidcock and Stefano Polito monopolized the market. 
In the s, Wombwell and Thomas Atkins managed 
touring shows, and in the s William Batty and 
Joseph Hylton joined the profession. By the s, 
many of the original showmen had retired or died and 
a new batch of zoological entrepreneurs supplanted 
them. The key players amongst this younger generation 
were James Edmond, who appropriated Wombwell ’ s 
collection, Manders, who inherited Hylton ’ s menagerie, 
and George Sanger, whose equestrian show slowly 

evolved into a renowned touring circus in the fi nal 
decades of the century. 

 Though a variety of showmen profited from the 
growing popular taste for exotic animals, no single 
menagerist was more successful than George 
Wombwell, whose name soon became synonymous 
with touring zoological collections. Born in Maldon, 
Essex, Wombwell entered the business somewhat 
fortuitously when, on a whim, he purchased a couple 
of boa constrictors at the London docks. Finding the 
exhibition of the reptiles very profi table, Wombwell 
abandoned his previous work as a cobbler in Soho and 
embraced the profession of menagerist, continually 
expanding and diversifying his collection and travelling 
all over the British Isles. When he died at Northallerton, 
Yorkshire in , aged seventy-three, the showman 
owned three separate menageries and contracted 
agents in London and Liverpool  ‘ to watch for the ar-
rival of vessels from other climes and purchase for 
him whatever was new and rare in his line ’ . He 
resided in a commodious caravan that was  ‘ fur-
nished with not only the comforts but the luxuries of 
life ’  and possessed  ‘ more than twenty lions and fi ve 
elephants ’ . 14    

 Accessibility 

 Fairs were the prime venue for viewing travelling 
menageries ( Fig.   ). Typically annual events, choreo-
graphed to coincide with key moments in the agricul-
tural cycle, fairs  ‘ combined the roles of market place, 
labour exchange, amusement park and even museum ’ . 15  
Though their traditional function as markers of stages 
in the agricultural calendar was being eroded by the 
nineteenth century through urbanization and indus-
trialization, fairs survived as sites for pleasure and 
commerce well into the Victorian era and some even 
expanded. Successful events were aided by techno-
logical innovations such as the railways, which saw the 
advent of excursion trains and made fairs accessible to 
a wider range of people. 16    

 Menageries visited all of the major annual fairs, 
from St Bartholomew ’ s fair in London, to Knott Mill 
fair in Manchester and Donnybrook fair in Ireland. 
Showmen arranged their itineraries to coincide with 
traditional festivities in the provinces, appearing at 
particular venues to synchronize with local celebrations. 17  
Menageries were one of the key attractions at fairs, 
competing successfully with other amusements such 
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as waxwork exhibitions, travelling theatre companies, 
freak shows and talented or deformed animals. 18  At 
Stepney fair in  Wombwell ’ s menagerie was  ‘ the 
best exhibition in the fair ’ , admitting , people. 19  

 As well as attending annual pleasure fairs, menageries 
also visited smaller towns and villages in the course of 
their travels. Visits to these places were more irregular 
and usually shorter than visits to cities, the duration 
of stay sometimes being dictated by levels of custom 
or the need to arrive at a major event at a particular 
time. The range of places visited was, nonetheless, sur-
prisingly diverse, considering the logistical diffi culties 

involved, and the arrival of a menagerie in town was 
usually a memorable event. In , for example, 
when Hylton ’ s establishment stopped at the town of 
Pwllheli in North Wales,  ‘ the whole town was on the 
look-out for the lion of the day, the monster ele-
phant ’ s debut ’ . 20  In , meanwhile, when Batty ’ s 
menagerie visited Wick in the far north of Scotland, 
its presence apparently had the salutary effect of re-
ducing cases of intemperance in the town, proving 
 ‘ the importance of providing the people with sources of 
innocent amusement and instruction ’ . 21  The geo-
graphical range of menageries was impressive, 

   

 Fig. .       Coventry Fair , from the 
Spellman Collection of Victorian 
Music Covers © Special Collections, 
University of Reading.    
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encompassing almost all extremities of the British 
Isles. As the  Bristol Mercury  remarked in ,  ‘ even in 
these days, although Bristol and a handful of the leading 
towns can boast of their Zoological Gardens, there are 
scores of communities, many of them large communi-
ties, who would never see a lion, an elephant or a rhi-
noceros if these menageries were driven off the road ’ . 22  

 To give a sense of the travels of an average wild 
beast show, we can look at the itinerary of Wombwell ’ s 
menagerie in the year , the details of which were 
recorded in a logbook retained by the establishment ’ s 
elephant keeper, George Percival. In this year, Wom-
bwell started his travels in Leicestershire, with stops at 
Hinckley and Lutterworth. In February the showman 
entered the neighbouring county of Northampton-
shire, where exhibition venues included Northampton, 
Kettering and Wellingborough, and in March, he was 
in the fens, taking in Peterborough, March and Stam-
ford. In April and May Wombwell toured North Lin-
colnshire and South Yorkshire, visiting Doncaster, 
Gainsborough and Lincoln and in June he moved on to 
Birmingham and Coventry, where  ‘ W[illia]m Wom-
bwell [was] killed with [sic] the elephant ’ . Following 
this tragedy, Wombwell circled the West Midlands, 
stopping in Redditch, Wolverhampton and Dudley, 
before heading south to cover Worcester, Evesham and 
Cirencester. Wombwell ’ s autumn itinerary encom-
passed Berkshire, Surrey and Sussex, as well as London 
Fair. He concluded the year in Canterbury, Kent. 23  

 To ensure that menageries were economically as 
well as physically accessible, showmen often offered 
concessions to less wealthy patrons. Throughout the 
nineteenth century, the typical entry fee for a mobile 
wild beast show was  shilling. Menagerists, however, 
usually exempted tradesmen, labourers and some-
times servants from this payment, admitting them for 
sixpence or sometimes even less. Children were also 
charged at the lower rate, regardless of class, though 
the defi nition of  ‘ child ’  oscillated between  ‘ under  ’  
and twelve years of age, ten being the most common 
cut-off point. In Liverpool in , Wombwell listed 
prices as  ‘ s; labouring people and children under  
years of age sixpence ’ ; four years later, visiting the 
same city, his successor Edmond had lowered the 
threshold for  ‘ child ’  to  ‘  years of age ’ . 24  

 For those not affluent enough to pay even the 
discounted entry fee, there was still the chance of seeing 
exotic animals in the street, as they made their way to 
their places of exhibition. A common feature of the 

show, the menagerie parade was typically a popular 
attraction in the provinces and was often advertised 
in local newspapers. Various exotic animals were used 
to pull the carriages  –  from camels to zebras – and 
spectators were sometimes treated to a sneak preview 
of the more ferocious beasts behind the bars of their 
cages, the latter carefully positioned so as to allow 
partial glimpses of the wonders within. In , for 
instance, when Manders processed through Bampton, 
his living van was drawn by three camels and one of 
the cages, containing three bears and three hyenas, 
 ‘ was so constructed as to afford an excellent view of 
those animals to the admiring crowd who were awaiting 
their arrival ’ . 25  The purpose of promenading in this 
manner was to excite prospective spectators and 
thereby generate custom. For those who could not 
afford an offi cial visit, however, the parade also offered 
an opportunity to at least glimpse exotic animals 
without leaving their own village. 

 Though showmen did not keep comprehensive 
records of who actually frequented their establish-
ments, intermittent reports in contemporary newspa-
pers suggest that a wide spectrum of lower class 
people did patronize menageries, evidently fi nding 
the discounted entry fee within their means. In , 
for instance, a youth named Joseph Mountney,  ‘ in the 
employ of Messrs. Bell and Co., tea dealers, as groom ’ , 
visited Wright ’ s menagerie at Belper and was bitten 
by a leopard. 26  In , a woman described as  ‘ a ser-
vant girl ’  approached too near to a leopard in the same 
collection,  ‘ which lacerated her face severely with one 
of his claws ’ . 27  In   ‘ a seaman named John Brown 
belonging to her Majesty ’ s ship Duke of Wellington ’  
sustained severe injuries when  ‘ by way of bravado ’  he 
 ‘ thrust his hand through the bars of the lions ’  cage’. 28  
In  a fi shmonger called John Ranshaw, had his 
watch stolen at a menagerie in Leeds, 29  whilst in  
one of Wombwell ’ s elephants killed George Stanton, 
the young  ‘ son of a crate maker ’ . 30  Clearly such reports 
cannot offer a complete picture of how many working 
class people patronized menageries, or their motiva-
tions for doing so, for the professions of individual 
customers only received a mention in the Press when 
something abnormal occurred in one of these shows. 
The range of backgrounds cited nonetheless provides 
a snapshot of the variety of working people who vis-
ited a menagerie, suggesting that servants, tradesmen 
and children did indeed take advantage of the concess-
ions offered by showmen. 
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 Further evidence of the importance attached to 
these concessions  –  both by the lower classes and 
showmen themselves  –  is afforded by a terse exchange 
that appeared in the letters column of the  Bristol 
Mercury  in March . On this occasion, a man 
claiming to be a  ‘ Bedminster collier ’  had addressed a 
letter to the editor of the paper complaining that he 
had been denied access to Wombwell ’ s collection at 
the rate to which he felt he was entitled. This grievance 
elicited a passionate rebuttal from the then owner of 
the show, Alexander Fairgrieve, who protested that no 
person of the collier ’ s description had been  ‘ refused 
admission to the menagerie at sixpence ’ , and insisted 
that  ‘ we admitted the labouring classes at sixpence 
each after  o ’ clock ’ , circulating news of this reduc-
tion  ‘ to the fullest extent possible ’ .  ‘ It is not usual for 
that class of men to be attired as gentlemen ’ , reasoned 
Fairgrieve,  ‘ and I fi rmly assert, without fear of contra-
diction, that no person to whom anyone would apply 
 “ labourer ” , or the least approach to a labourer, has 
been refused admission to the menagerie at sixpence, 
as can be verified by the vast numbers who belong 
to that class and have visited the menagerie every 
evening ’ . 31  This impassioned exchange is interesting, 
since it shows both that the collier knew of the dis-
count and considered it his right, and, perhaps more 
significant still, that Fairgrieve took pride in his 
liberal treatment of the working classes, regarding it 
as a point of professional honour to refute the collier ’ s 
allegations. The menagerist ’ s response also implies 
that clothing was the primary criterion used to assess 
an individual ’ s class background  –  a measure which 
could sometimes create problems when self-improving 
tradesmen attired themselves in their best attire for 
their menagerie visit and then struggled to convince 
the showmen of their status. In , for example, 
in a similar incident to that in Bedminster, a showmis-
tress at Bostock ’ s menagerie in Leslie, Scotland, got 
into a row with one gentleman, who,  ‘ having on a 
better looking coat than the company he was in ’  was 
asked to pay the full shilling. 32  

 Whilst menagerists thus did everything they could 
to enable working people to see exotic animals, the 
poor did not constitute their only patrons. On the 
contrary, the appeal of menageries, far from being 
confined to the lower echelons of society, seems to 
have extended to the élite, large numbers of whom 
attended travelling wild beast shows when they were 
in town. The  Derby Reporter  stated, for instance, that 

Wombwell ’ s menagerie came to Derby in   ‘ under 
the immediate patronage of the Mayor ’  and  ‘ was 
visited by his Worship and family and by most of the 
leading gentry of the town and neighbourhood, as 
well as by tradesmen and artisans ’ . 33  The Yorkshire 
naturalist Charles Waterton, meanwhile, paid a special 
visit to Mrs Wombwell ’ s collection at Scarborough in 
 to see Jenny the chimpanzee, afterwards thanking 
the proprietress warmly for her hospitality and 
expressing his hope that the ape  ‘ may retain its health, 
and thus remunerate you for the large sum which you 
have expended in the purchase of it ’ . 34  The popularity 
of menageries thus transcended class barriers and 
social divisions, encompassing persons of all ranks. 
Menagerists also enjoyed a symbiotic relationship 
with naturalists, whose praise they often cited in their 
propaganda, and who, in return often received dead 
specimens for their natural history cabinets.   

 Publicity 

 As Fyfe and Lightman have shown, popular science 
in the nineteenth century was a commercially-driven 
operation whose protagonists worked in an increasingly 
competitive marketplace:  ‘ Nineteenth-century attrac-
tions may not have had gift shops to rival our modern 
science centres, but their directors were nonetheless 
highly skilled in the business of attracting visitors 
with their entertaining and instructive spectacles ’ . 35  
Menagerists were masters of this kind of publicity and 
showmanship, employing a wide range of advertising 
techniques to publicize their collections. An analysis 
of the advertisements in the local press (some of them 
illustrated like the one in  Fig.    ) and the bills on the 
walls of public buildings shows how they often 
blended sensationalism with promises of education, 
offering additional consumer comforts to make a trip 
to the wild beast show an attractive prospect.   

 In terms of content, menagerie publicity consistently 
addressed two main areas, its style changing little 
throughout the century. On the one hand, written 
advertisements described at length the collection of 
animals on view, stressing their quality, quantity, 
diversity and rarity. On the other, showmen focused 
on the overall visitor experience, indicating the special 
measures they had taken to make a visit to their estab-
lishments a pleasant, safe and sanitary undertaking. 
Novelty was in both cases the key word, as exhibitors 
tantalized the public with previously unseen wonders. 
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 The fi rst thing menagerists emphasized was the 
size and exclusivity of their animals. Advertisements 
for travelling animal shows were peppered with 
superlatives, describing the beasts they exhibited as 
the largest, the smallest or sometimes the only repre-
sentatives of their species to have graced the British 
Isles. Patrons were promised sights that would astonish 
and delight them, and the rarity of specifi c animals 
was consistently stressed. Polito, for instance, advertised 
his  ‘ stupendous ’  Egyptian camel, as  ‘ the only one that 
has been imported into Britain for the last twenty-fi ve 
years ’ , 36  whilst Wombwell touted an elephant  ‘ so 
extraordinary in his size that all elephants hitherto 
offered for public inspection will sink into mere 
pygmies ’ . 37  Edmond was so confi dent of the novelty 
and quality of his stock in  that he coolly chal-
lenged  ‘ all the zoologists and collectors in Europe for 
either £ or £ to produce, at the present time, 
either so fi ne an elephant, rhinoceros, black-maned 
lion, zebra, horned horse, or so handsome a tiger as 
those here notifi ed ’ . 38  There was a constant struggle to 
achieve one-upmanship over travelling competitors, 
each showman trumping the latest zoological wonder 
with a bigger and better rival of his own. 

 Where showmen refrained from explicitly touting 
the splendour and magnitude of their animals they 
found other equally potent ways of communicating 
their grandeur, sometimes even turning adversity into 

profi t. In , for example, when logistical diffi culties 
retarded Wombwell ’ s entry into Portsmouth, the 
menagerist blamed the delay on the size of his elephant. 
Wombwell apologized to the citizens of Portsmouth 
for the late arrival of his collection in the city, but 
explained that his menagerie  ‘ cannot possibly be 
exhibited before Tuesday next, as the immensely 
large male elephant will be obliged to be taken out, 
and the body of the great carriage [in which he travels] 
must be taken off the under-works in order for its 
admission through the gates of Portsmouth; otherwise 
it would be impossible to get it in! ’  39  The showman thus 
capitalized on an impediment to increase interest 
in his star pachyderm. He repeated the trick when 
he visited Portsmouth again in , informing 
prospective visitors on this occasion that  ‘ the immense 
moving castle in which is conveyed the enormous 
Siamese Elephant, being of too ponderous a size to 
pass through the Gates of Portsmouth ’  he had  ‘ been 
under the necessity of erecting a temporary building 
to contain two of those most sagacious animals during 
the sojourn of the Menagerie ’ . 40  

 As well as stressing the size of their stock, menagerists 
were not shy about disclosing the cost of their animals, 
routinely professing to have spared no expense or effort 
in amassing the most exquisite specimens on the market. 
Showmen emphasized the value of specifi c animals in 
their propaganda, parading their own selfl ess desire to 

   

 Fig. .      Advertisement for Drake and 
Gilman ’ s Menagerie, showing an 
elephant fi ring a pistol,  Liverpool 
Mercury ,  December . © The 
British Library Board.    
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gratify the paying public, and relating how they had 
overcome the most severe fi nancial or logistical chal-
lenges to obtain their stock. Wombwell, advertising 
his collection in Glasgow, adopted precisely this 
strategy, announcing that  ‘ the whole of this immense 
menagerie ’  was the result of his own  ‘ individual exer-
tions and penury sacrifi ces ’ . He boasted that he had 
never  ‘ shrunk from any expense, however great, when 
an opportunity offered to procure rare and extraor-
dinary animals for the information and entertainment 
of his countrymen ’ . 41  

 Part of the appeal of any metropolitan zoological 
collection lay in its potential to mentally transport 
visitors to the places from which its inmates origi-
nated. To do this effectively, verbal descriptions of the 
various animals often referenced the details of their 
acquisition, if known, thereby helping to context-
ualise them and to endow them with a kind of history 
that elucidated, at the same time, the great efforts to 
which their captors had gone to procure them. Read-
ing these accounts, visitors were invited to imagine 
the lands from which specific beasts came and the 
labours necessary to acquire them.  ‘ Framed by such a 
narrative, the animal is placed  ‘ in the mind ’ s eye ’  so 
as to perform the dual function of transporting the 
spectator into the lands from which it originates and of 
that land into London [or anywhere else in Britain] ’ . 42  
That the precise manner by which animals were 
collected  –  and not the mere fact of their collection  –  
elevated their symbolic value is further suggested by 
explicit allusions in advertisements to the donors of 
certain prize specimens, some of which implied that 
the prestige of the former enhanced the attraction of 
the latter. Publicizing his collection in Leeds, in , 
for example, Wombwell announced proudly that his 
newest acquisition was  ‘ the identical polar bear 
brought to England by the celebrated Captain Ross, 
the Explorer of the North West Passage ’ , a fact which 
would render the specimen  ‘ doubly interesting from its 
historical fame ’ . 43  Advertising another prize specimen, 
the tiger  ‘ Striped Bob, the glory and terror ’  of his 
menagerie, the showman similarly related the circum-
stances of the feline ’ s capture, informing visitors that 
he had been snared by two English hunters  ‘ on the 
Sunderbunds, at the mouth of the Ganges ’  and bought 
from them for £ by Mr Wombwell ’ s agent. 44  Such 
details enhanced the exotic appeal of particular animals, 
giving them a pedigree that extended beyond their 
function as natural history specimens. Supplying certain 

animals with a colourful back-story also tickled the 
spectator ’ s imperial imagination, conjuring alluring 
images of sultry jungles, frozen wastelands and British 
heroism overseas and allowing viewers to conceive of 
the beasts as individuals connected with specifi c colonial 
settings and agents of empire, rather than as generic 
representatives of abstract zoological types. 45  

 If the contents of the menagerie constituted its 
main attraction, its outward appearance also contributed 
to its appeal. To lure visitors into the show, the façade 
was typically garishly painted with exotic scenes 
depicting animals in their native landscapes ( Fig.    ). 
Sometimes one of the keepers paraded in front of the 
menagerie touting for custom; sometimes a couple 
of the smaller inmates were also on view. Thomas 
Frost, author of a history of London ’ s fairs in , 
recounted how, as a young boy in the s and s, 
he had frequently been enticed inside Atkins ’  and 
Wombwell ’ s menageries at Croydon fair by the 
 ‘ immense pictures, suspended from lofty poles, of 
elephants and giraffes, lions and tigers, zebras, boa 
constrictors and whatever else was most beautiful in 
the brute creation or most susceptible to colouring ’ . 
These sumptuous images were designed to evoke a 
sense of wonder in those who saw them, encouraging 
spectators to view the living specimens behind the 
striking façade. Frost noted, moreover, that the pic-
tures typically exaggerated the size of the  ‘ zoological 
rarities ’ , adding still further to their allure.  ‘ The boa 
constrictor was given the girth of an ox ’ , reminisced 
Frost,  ‘ and the white bear should have been as large as 
an elephant, judged by the size of the sailors who were 
attacking him among his native icebergs ’ . 46  As the 
century progressed, these lavish exteriors became 
ever more elaborate and impressive in line with the 
expansion and diversifi cation of their contents. In 
, for example, the outside of Manders ’ s men-
agerie was festooned with  ‘ carved Corinthian col-
umns ’ , the walls of which  ‘ were lavishly adorned with 
 ‘ life-sized allegorical fi gures (typical of the chase) ’ , 
whose  ‘ brilliancy and colouring ’  tempted many visi-
tors into the show. 47    

 Once attracted into the menagerie spectators 
wanted to admire the animals in as much comfort as 
possible. To satisfy their wishes, menagerists installed 
gas lamps in their establishments as soon as these 
became available, lit stoves to temper the cold during 
winter months and sometimes re-scheduled popular 
performances, such as the feeding time of the animals, 
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in order to accommodate visitors with complex travel 
arrangements or delicate constitutions. 48  In Bristol, 
for example, Wombwell announced that  ‘ on Monday 
next the time of feeding the lions and tigers etc. will 
be at pm, thus allowing invalids, families etc. an 
opportunity of viewing these ferocious animals in 
their greatest state of excitement without being 
subject to the inconvenience of the late hour or the ill 
effects of the cold night air ’ . 49  To enhance visitors ’  
auditory experience, menagerists frequently contracted 
brass bands, often themselves a major attraction, to 
travel with their establishments. Aware that a collection 
of live animals could produce some rather pungent 
smells, meanwhile, showmen also made a conscious 
effort to improve cleanliness, again taking advantage 
of the latest technologies. Visiting Liverpool in , 
Manders proudly trumpeted the installation of 
 ‘ Rimmel ’ s Patent Vaporiser ’  inside his collection, a 

device that had  ‘ been used with great success at 
the principal Metropolitan and Provincial Theatres  . . .  
to purify and perfume the atmosphere ’  and which 
was now appearing  ‘ for the fi rst time in a travelling 
Zoological Collection, where its delicious emanations ’  
would, Manders believed,  ‘ be duly appreciated ’ . 50  
Like museums, public lectures and other venues for 
the dissemination of scientifi c ideas, we can view the 
travelling menagerie as  ‘ an early form of multimedia 
experience ’ , in which the senses of sight, sound, smell 
and touch were all stimulated and accommodated. 51    

 Education 

 Menageries have typically been portrayed as promoting 
entertainment rather than providing education. This 
was the view put forward by the directors of the newly 

   

 Fig. .      Staffordshire fi gure of Polito ’ s 
menagerie  c . ; note the band and 
lavish exterior. © Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London.    
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established zoological gardens, who contrasted the 
spacious, genteel atmosphere of their own institutions 
with the cramped, sometimes unseemly conditions of 
the travelling wild beast show. It has also been the 
general view of historians, who have tended to draw a 
sharp distinction between the menagerie and the 
zoo. 52  Whilst such stereotypes certainly had some vali-
dity, the perception of the menagerie as a place solely 
for crude amusement was not necessarily the prevailing 
perception at the time, and was certainly not how 
showmen themselves depicted their establishments. 
Menageries, if less sophisticated than zoological gar-
dens,  did  perform a pedagogic function in Victorian 
society and were important vehicles for the dissemin-
ation of zoological knowledge to the mass of the popu-
lation. Travelling animal shows also largely escaped 
the censure that was increasingly directed at fairs in 
the middle decades of the nineteenth century as sites 
of vice and debauchery, 53  being credited with raising 
the overall tone of the fairground. The  Leeds Mercury  
thus explicitly prescribed a visit to Wombwell ’ s men-
agerie at the  winter fair as a suitable antidote to  ‘ the 
scenes of folly and vice presenting on these occasions ’ , 
urging fairgoers to  ‘ spend a profi table hour in viewing 
the wonderful works of the Creator contained in this 
collection ’ . 54  Menageries were seen to instruct as well as 
to entertain, harmonizing nicely with middle-class values. 

 At their most basic level, menageries were educational 
simply by making exotic animals visible to persons of 
all social classes. Many Britons would never have seen 
a lion or a tiger had Wombwell and his cohorts not 
conveyed these curious creatures to their home towns 
and villages. Consequently, the sight of novel animals 
for the fi rst time was a revelation to some more rustic 
citizens, who sometimes expressed their amazement 
at the stature, form and composition of certain animals. 
One old lady from Kilmarnock, visiting Wombwell ’ s 
menagerie in , allegedly  ‘ passed round the area 
with her friends in almost mute astonishment at the 
variety of the tenantry of air and earth ’  and lingered 
for several minutes outside the elephant ’ s stall,  ‘ waiting 
to see his head ’ . 55  Another parochial Scot,  ‘ a natural ’  
of Forfar, was apparently intrigued by the sight of 
Batty ’ s elephant marching into his village, exclaiming 
 ‘ Sae, man, there ’ s the elephant coming  –  tail foremost, 
nae less! ’  56  Though probably apocryphal, both of 
these stories suggest that menageries demystified 
more gullible customers  –  or the natives at home, as 
the last quotation seems to imply – as to the bodily 

form of foreign creatures, making exotic beasts 
accessible to a broad range of people.  ‘ No-one probably 
has done so much to forward practically the study of 
natural history amongst the masses ’ , conjectured  The 
Times  in its obituary to Wombwell,  ‘ for his menageries 
visited every fair and every town in the kingdom and 
were everywhere popular ’ . 57  

 Menageries also served a wider educational function 
by giving viewers the chance to appreciate nature ’ s 
stunning variety. By amassing so many different species 
in a small space, the wild beast show permitted specta-
tors to compare and contrast animals from different 
climes, gaining an appreciation of their form and habits. 
The images and descriptions read in natural history 
books were brought to life and impressed in the 
memory by the sight of the living animals they repre-
sented, embellishing and consolidating the lessons of 
the classroom or natural history primer. In the opinion 
of one visitor to Manders ’ s establishment, the men-
agerie  ‘ is an exhibition . . . in which the juvenile mind 
may be educated more in a single hour than by a 
twelve months ’  perusal of the laboured treatises of the 
most learned professors ’ , for here could be seen  ‘ those 
great animals which we used to portray upon our 
slates at school  –  the elephants ’ , and a whole array of 
birds whose  ‘ beautiful plumage ’  was  ‘ shown off to 
great advantage by the judicious arrangement of the 
different species in their respective cages ’ . 58  

 Beyond merely bringing exotic animals to the 
masses, showmen instituted a number of practical 
measures to make their establishments more inform-
ative. Firstly, they often formulated a short guide-
book to enlighten visitors about the contents of their 
menageries. Usually sold at the entrance to the show 
for a moderate price, these guides were readily avail-
able to viewers and considerably cheaper than other 
more scholarly natural history texts. Most contained a 
succinct catalogue of the creatures to be seen. Some 
included illustrations. Visiting Ipswich in , for 
instance, Pidcock announced that  ‘ pamphlets, neatly 
printed on fine wove paper, giving a description of 
the animals and birds ’  were  ‘ to be had at the carriages ’ . 59  
Touring Wrexham in , Manders likewise tempted 
menagerie-goers with a literary keepsake in the form 
of an  ‘ Illustrated and Descriptive Catalogue, containing 
the  “ Life and Adventures of Macomo [the lion tamer] ”  ’ , 
the latter available  ‘ in the menagerie, price one penny ’ . 60  
Such texts functioned initially as a guide for visitors, 
as they viewed the zoological collection and examined 
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its inmates – a handbook for Bostock and Wombwell ’ s 
collection advised spectators to  ‘ compare the numbers 
[on the pamphlet] with those over the dens, starting 
from the birds ’  carriage and following to the right 
round the enclosure ’ . 61  The guides also potentially 
operated as an educational souvenir, which, if retained, 
could be re-read after the show to consolidate and 
refresh the knowledge gleaned during the visit. 

 Though the type of information contained in 
menagerie pamphlets varied between shows and 
over time, it usually included some or all of the fol-
lowing, namely: the popular and perhaps scientifi c 
name (in Latin) of an animal; details of its origin, 
habits and diet; a description of its key anatomical 
features; comments on its uses to man and cultural 
signifi cance; and a summary of the myths and fables 
surrounding the creature, perhaps citing extracts 
from contemporary natural histories, biblical refer-
ences or classical texts. A verbal description of the 
rhinoceros in Wombwell ’ s menagerie epitomizes 
this approach. Promoting the arrival of this splendid 
creature in Leeds in , the description  –  in this 
case contained within a newspaper advertisement  –  
begins by chronicling the history of this particular 
rhinoceros, documenting how it was  ‘ procured by 
Captain Mangles and brought to England in the 
Ganges East Indiaman from Calcutta ’ , where it was 
purchased by Wombwell for his menagerie. The ad-
vert describes the pachyderm ’ s distinctive anatomy, 
specifi cally its  ‘ impenetrable coat of mail ’ , so thick 
that  ‘ it will turn the edge of a sabre ’ . It reports that 
the rhinoceros,  ‘ a gramnivorous [grass-eating] 
animal ’  is  ‘ a native of Bengal, Siam, Cochin China 
and the Isles of Java and Sumatra ’ , and notes how it 
 ‘ frequents shady forests and marshy places in the 
neighbourhood of rivers and is fond of wallowing in 
the mud like a hog ’ . The origin, fi gure and diet of 
the beast covered, the description then recounts 
some of the beliefs surrounding the animal, stating, 
for instance, that  ‘ its skin, fl esh and hoofs are used in 
India medicinally ’ , and that its horn is considered an 
antidote to poison. The account concludes by men-
tioning the supposed enmity between the rhinoceros 
and the elephant  –  a belief stretching back to clas-
sical writers - describing how the rhinoceros will 
attack the elephant by  ‘ penetrating with its horn the 
lower and most vulnerable parts of his body ’ . 62  The 
descriptions of animals circulated in menagerie 
pamphlets thus contained a mixture of scientifi c 

fact, interesting trivia and unsubstantiated myth, 
refl ecting their dual role as entertainment and edu-
cation. 

 For those spectators who elected not to purchase an 
offi cial pamphlet, or whose illiteracy prevented them 
from reading one, oral descriptions given by the keepers 
constituted an alternative means of acquiring zoological 
information. Brief commentaries on the animals on 
display were delivered at regular intervals, often 
hourly, by menagerie personnel. Sometimes, to make 
these descriptions more interactive, keepers would 
take specifi c creatures out of their cages to highlight 
their most notable features. On other occasions they 
would reserve time for answering visitors ’  questions, 
thereby helping to increase understanding of the 
exotic captives in their exhibitions. The  Liverpool 
Mercury , for example, chronicled how a keeper at 
Manders ’ s menagerie  ‘ caressed and fondled an 
immense boa constrictor while giving a short account 
of that monster of reptiles ’ . 63  Another paper, the 
 North Wales Chronicle , praised  ‘ Mr Stevens and his 
numerous company ’  for  ‘ their gentlemanly demeanour 
and anxiety to accommodate visitors and explain 
matters to the uninitiated ’ . 64  

 Though the pedagogic value of these keeper talks 
doubtless fl uctuated from performer to performer, 
there is evidence that some menagerists at least aspired 
to a greater degree of professionalism. Manders 
certainly did. Advertising in  for  ‘ an intelligent 
person as Describer, who will not object to make 
himself generally useful ’ , Manders stipulated that he 
would prefer applicants to possess  ‘ a little knowledge 
of natural history and the Queen ’ s English  . . .  many 
applying for and being allowed to occupy similar posi-
tions being woefully defi cient of either qualifi cation ’ . 
The menagerist accorded particular attention to his 
employee ’ s moral probity, requesting that no person 
apply  ‘ whose character will not bear close investiga-
tion ’ . He also intimated that an  ‘ extra recompense ’  
would be given to  ‘ one who can produce his temper-
ance pledge certifi cate ’ , it being his intention to enlist 
a man  ‘ who can study his employer ’ s interest to a 
greater degree than the quality of the beer at the near-
est public house ’ . Though the result of Manders ’  
search for such a  ‘ model showman ’  is not known, the 
prescriptions in the advertisement suggest that a 
desire existed to make menageries educational and to 
secure competent and committed employees. 65  A lot 
of applicants probably fell short of these stringent 
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criteria, but some at least seem to have acquitted 
themselves well. The  Nottinghamshire Guardian  
reported that the  ‘ intelligent keeper ’  in Edmond ’ s 
menagerie gave  ‘ a very interesting description of the 
animals ’  in the collection,  ‘ so that those who want 
to  . . .  receive a good practical lecture on zoology cannot 
do better than spend a short time in this menagerie ’ . 66  

 To further enhance the educational credentials of 
their establishments, menagerists often authorized the 
poorer sectors of the community to visit their shows 
gratis, both inviting lower class children to their 
establishments on their own initiative and working 
in tandem with other charitable organizations to 
co-ordinate educational visits. Such informative treats 
appear to have been a relatively frequent occurrence. 
In Sheffield, for example, Wombwell generously 
 ‘ treated  boys and  girls attending the 
Lancasterian schools with a view of his exhibition ’ . 67  
In Belfast, Batty  ‘ kindly gave free admission  . . .  to 
upwards of sixty children from the Old Poor-house ’ , 
granting the  ‘ youthful visitors ’  a rare glimpse of his 
zoological collection. 68  In Llandudno, Mrs Wombwell 
collaborated with the local school authorities to arrange 
a visit by   ‘ children of the National Schools ’  to her 
menagerie, making special arrangements with the 
railway operators  ‘ so that the little people not only had 
the pleasure of seeing this fi ne collection of animated 
nature, but  . . .  had a nice little railway trip into the 
bargain ’ . 69  In Cupar Wombwell allowed  ‘ a number of 
the patients of the Fife and Kinross District Asylum ’  
to visit the menagerie  ‘ in charge of their keepers  . . .  at 
a reduced rate ’ . 70  

 The menagerie seemingly harmonized well with the 
objectives and beliefs of contemporary philanthropic 
bodies, who conceived it as a site for the transmission of 
zoological knowledge and Christian values. A visit to 
the touring animal show was regarded by teachers and 
Poor Law administrators as a means of both enlighten-
ing the poorer classes  –  in particular the young  –  and 
giving some of these less fortunate members of society 
a brief interlude of pleasure in otherwise melancholy 
and monotonous lives. At a time when childhood was 
becoming increasingly cherished as a distinct stage of 
existence, reserved for education and play, 71  the sight of 
wild animals was construed as a great treat  ‘ to children 
who are to a great extent shut out from many of the 
innocent enjoyments so keenly appreciated at their 
time of life ’ . 72  There was also an oft-recited belief that 

actually  seeing  real creatures in the fl esh would transmit 
zoological knowledge far more effectively than merely 
reading about them in books,  ‘ for however natural in 
appearance the representations of animals may be, yet 
nothing can so impress the young mind as the real 
living creatures ’ . 73  As one contemporary newspaper 
philosophized, the menagerie constituted  ‘ an exhib-
ition well calculated to enlarge the minds of that 
class of children who are generally left in supersti-
tion and ignorance of the natural appearance of our 
ferocious beasts ’ . 74  

 What charity school children themselves made of 
their visit to the menagerie is, of course, harder to 
know, for few of them consigned their experiences to 
paper. For this reason, a letter written by a youth 
named Thomas Collins following a menagerie visit is 
particularly interesting, since it offers valuable insight 
into the actual reception of a touring wild animal col-
lection. An inmate of the Claremont Deaf and Dumb 
Institution, Dublin, Thomas was treated to a trip to 
Polito ’ s menagerie in . After his excursion, he 
penned a touching letter describing his outing, noting 
his recollections of the various animals and expressing 
his pleasure at the visit. In so doing he offered a tan-
talizing glimpse of what it was like to see exotic spe-
cies for the fi rst time in the environment of a travelling 
wild beast show. Thomas wrote:

  My dear  — , I went to Mr Polito ’ s, Lower Abbey street. 
I saw many beasts, playing in the cages of iron. I saw three 
lions, walking in cages; their bodies were brown  . . .  The 
spotted, or laughing hyena, was wild in a cage; he was un-
pleasant  . . .  The great water buffalo, from Bombay; his 
horns are black; his body black; on the fl oor. A beautiful 
Egyptian camel was eating hay, in rail of wood; his back was 
curved and brown; his under-neck is curved  . . .  The beau-
tiful zebra was in a cage of wood; his body was beautifully 
striped  . . .  A kangaroo ’ s fore-legs were small and short; his 
legs were long; he was jumping to my glove. I was shaking it 
at him. The lion was sleeping in a cage; his tail was down 
pendulous through rail to my hands were touching tail. 
I saw a live serpent, lying in a cage, upon blankets; his body 
is slender and long; he was striped with rings; his tongue is 
forked, and was black; he was yawning. A large elephant was 
eating hay; his body is large and black; was standing on the 
fl oor; his trunk took cakes from D —  who has some ginger-
bread cakes; his legs are short and thick; his hoofs were large 
and black; and his body has not hair. A porter went to the 
door, and spoke to D — , who was with us; he opened the 
door. We saw an elephant in the stable; his body is all black; 
his ears were pendulous, and were wiping his little eyes; his 
tusks were little, of bone; his mouth was sucking trunk. D —  
had some cakes. Its huge body is covered with a callous 
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hide: he has not hair; his legs are thick, black and are curved; 
his head is large. A porcupine; quills are thick; he was in a 
cage; his quills are long, and black and white. I felt his quills; 
he went walking; his forelegs were short, on the fl oor: we 
were afraid; porcupine ’ s front was black; his tail is thick.   

 Thomas ’  letter is interesting because it elucidates 
how charity children (and by extension probably 
other youngsters) reacted to the sights they witnessed 
in a zoological exhibition. In the passage quoted 
above, Thomas alludes to the anatomical forms of the 
various animals, commenting, for example, on the 
 ‘ curved and brown ’  back of the camel, the  ‘ beauti-
fully striped ’  body of the zebra and the  ‘ pendulous 
ears ’ ,  ‘ callous hide ’  and  ‘ sucking trunk ’  of the ele-
phant. The schoolboy references the origins of some 
beasts  –  the buffalo is  ‘ from Bombay ’ ; the camel is 
 ‘ Egyptian ’ . He chronicles the behaviour of the more 
active creatures  –  the snake  ‘ was yawning ’ ; the laugh-
ing hyena was  ‘ wild in his cage ’   –  and he records his 
own interactions with others, from touching the 
lion ’ s tail to feeling the quills of the porcupine. How 
much of this information Thomas acquired in the 
menagerie, and how much he gleaned from previous 
lessons and textbooks is, of course, diffi cult to know. 
Being deaf, he presumably could not have benefi ted 
from any lecture delivered by the keeper, nor could 
he hear the noise of the animals, which might explain 
why his description concentrates primarily on the 
visual aspects of the show  –  the colours of the beasts, 
for example  –  and omits any reference to the sounds 
of a menagerie  –  the chattering, roaring and barking 
that so impressed William Aytoun. Thomas ’ s letter 
was most likely composed under instruction from his 
teachers as part of a writing exercise, or it may have 
been written of his own volition, either as a memento 
for himself or to enlighten the other children who 
had not seen the show. Whatever the case, the docu-
ment purports to be  ‘ uncorrected ’  – a claim that its 
imperfect grammar, repetitive prose and staccato 
style substantiate  –  and, as such, it offers a relatively 
unmediated glimpse of what a visit to a menagerie 
was like. It suggests that the examination of Polito ’ s 
collection familiarized the children with the physique 
and behaviour of exotic creatures and gave tangible 
form to abstract snippets of zoological knowledge 
imparted in the classroom. 75    

 Conclusion 

 Travelling menageries formed an enduring and 
popular source of entertainment in Victorian Britain. 
Their appeal transcended social classes and their in-
novative use of images, sounds and new technologies 
ensured that they were popular wherever they went 
and generated a sizeable audience. Charging afford-
able rates, touring extensively and often admitting 
charity school and workhouse inmates for free, wild 
beast shows helped to democratize natural science, 
literally bringing elephants to the doors of the 
masses. 

 As sites for the transmission of natural knowledge, 
menageries were valuable because of their durability 
and social inclusivity. Natural history museums and 
zoological gardens started to open up their exhibits to 
the general public from the middle of the nineteenth 
century, 76  but touring menageries were accessible 
from its beginning and had a wider geographical 
reach, thanks to their itinerant nature. Menageries 
also outlived many provincial zoos, some of which 
survived only a couple of decades: writing in , 
the  Caledonian Mercury  observed that  ‘ In Edinburgh, 
now that our Gardens are abolished, good travelling 
collections of wild beasts are welcomed as the only 
means left to the citizens of witnessing zoological 
specimens ’ . 77  

 Commercial imperatives always came first for 
menagerists. Nonetheless, entertainment could be, 
and was, synthesized with education  –  sometimes 
consciously, sometimes adventitiously – whilst the 
showmanship of the menagerist was not in practice so 
different from that of contemporary lecturers in nat-
ural history, who likewise recognized the importance 
of performance in drawing in crowds to their talks. 78  
Though not ideal as venues for research and learning, 
travelling animal shows played an important part 
in familiarizing the wider public with the form and 
habits of exotic species and reached sectors of the 
population that other media did not. As the naturalist 
James Rennie concluded in :

   . . .  the animals may be confi ned in miserable dens, where 
their natural movements are painfully restrained; the keepers 
may be lamentably ignorant, and impose upon the credu-
lous a great number of false stories, full of wonderment and 
absurdity: but still the people see the real things about 
which they have heard and read, (though they are not 
always pointed out to them by the right names) and they 
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acquire a body of facts which makes a striking impression 
upon their memories and understandings.   

 Despite their fl aws, therefore, menageries deserved 
to be ranked, in Rennie ’ s opinion,  ‘ amongst the 
most rational gratifications of the curiosity of the 
multitude ’ . 79   
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