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On December 20th of 2017, mainstream audiences were introduced to P.T. Barnum (played by Hugh Jackman) in the form of the new Hollywood musical based on a true storyThe Greatest Showman. It wasnt the first time this story has been told: Barnum was a 1980 Tony-award winning musical that ran for about two years on Broadway. Barnum was
a promoter and an entrepreneur who headed one of the most successful circuses of all time, so the existence of both the movie and the theatrical production would make sense. Where both of the aforementioned productions fall short, however, is how they carry through such a task. The Greatest Showmans P.T. Barnum is depicted as a champion of
diversitya man who accepts the freaks of society for who they are. Using this narrative as its central theme, the movie tells a tale of progressive values of equality with Barnum at center stage. With his ragtag crew of socially unaccepted misfits, hes able to kickstart a hugely successful circus, later settling down with his family and passing on the
mantle of ringmaster to the fictional Phillip Carlyle (played by Zac Efron). Its a compelling story, and messages like that are truly necessary in todays polarizing sociopolitical climate. The problem is, it isnt true.My issue isnt that they didnt adapt every part of Barnums narrative (the fact that the movies only based on a true story didnt escape me). No,
its more the parts they chose to ignore. You see, the real P.T. Barnum was an exploitative degenerate who wouldve likely cringed at the very idea of his likeness being used to celebrate egalitarianism if he didnt think it could make him a buck or two. And it has: $93 million worldwide and counting, but thats tangential. Barnum actually wasnt the hero
of the marginalized that The Greatest Showman sets out to illustrate him as, but instead, a man who wouldnt mind using those same marginalized individuals as tools to earn him fame and money. Case in point: Joice Heth. Heth was a black slave bought by Barnum in old age after her previous promoters found no luck in advertising her as the
childhood nurse of George Washington. She was blind and almost completely disabled when Barnum started exhibiting her in 1835, and got the latter heaps of undeserved attention, kick-starting his career. Heth couldnt even escape Barnum after death, thoughafter the matter of her age came into scrutiny in the public, Barnum enlisted a doctor to
give her a public autopsy with fifty cents admission. It turned out she wasnt the age of 161 (as Barnum had advertised her as), but 80. Lets repeat that. P.T. Barnum, the main character of The Greatest Showman, quite literally used a disabled black woman to catapult himself to fame. The movie doesnt get into this, instead covering it up by doing
things like changing Barnums African giantessMadame Abomahto a tall man Barnum pretends is Irish. The abuse of Barnums black performers was generally accepted in his time, but theres absolutely no reason why it should be kept out of a mainstream adaptation because such abuse certainly isnt overlooked now. This movie has no business making
Barnum look like a moral figure, and certainly has no ground to stand on when making the case that he was a paragon of racial fairness. Compounding this is the tone-deaf inclusion of the fictional Anne Wheeler (played by Zendaya). In her subplot, she falls in love with the previously mentioned Phillip Carlyle, an upper-class patrician, and the two
ultimately prevail despite a hostile atmosphere of racial prejudice. The point of this, obviously, is to continue the perpetuation of the message of equality that the movie tells in its main plot. However, this attempt simply seems insulting. The film ignores Barnums real history of racism and instead creates two entirely fictional characters to justify his
lack thereof.Its not like name recognition was doing The Greatest Showman any favorsconsidering that I havent seen many complaints from mainstream audiences about Barnums history of racial injusticeso I dont understand why they couldnt just change the names of the characters and instead very loosely adapt P.T. Barnums life as a ringleader if
achieving racial equity was really the goal of the movie. Not only that, but a lot of the movie isnt very accurate to Barnums real life, even when disregarding his racism. For example, neither Barnums relationship with Jenny Lind, his affair with her, nor even the timeframe of the movie are historically correct. The large-scale inaccuracy of the film is
likely why it hasnt been torn to shreds by mainstream movie critics, but thats the entire problem with The Greatest Showman. By continuing our disturbing historical trend of covering up the truth about our chosen heroes, we make truly combating racial discrimination and injustice more difficult. Theres an issue when the most dividing thing about
this movie is whether its soundtrack is worth listening to.In summary, P.T. Barnum was a scumbag who exploited minorities and the disabledand by making him look like the epitome of virtue, The Greatest Showman only follows in the titular characters footsteps by making its audience look like total suckers. The Greatest Showman (2017) is a musical
presenting the fantastical life of Phineas Taylor Barnum, best known as the creator of the three-ringed circus. Set in the mid-nineteenth century we have a rags to riches story where Barnum transforms himself from homeless orphan to the richest and most successful purveyor of entertainment in America. After his waxwork museum fails, he instead
employs a group of freaks to act as sideshow attractions, putting them on stage to make money. His show becomes incredibly successful, Barnum becomes hugely rich and able to buy a mansion for his beloved family. Hes also able to showcase legitimate acts in the form of the opera singer, Jenny Lind. Unfortunately, in his quest for riches, he discards
the people around him and when disaster strikes he realizes that the true riches was the family he made along the way etc etc. Armed with newfound respect and love for his family and friends, he rebuilds his circus and it becomes greater than ever, allowing him to hand it over to his partner so he can retire and spend time with his family. Daww.
Left: P. T. Barnum. Right: Hugh Jackman looking a lot like P. T. Barnum. I should probably start with the disclaimer that I love The Greatest Showman but then Im a sucker for a good musical, and the soundtrack is glorious. I should also add that when I say Everything wrong with it Im talking from an historical standpoint. Plenty has been written
about the issues of whitewashing and P.T. Barnums exploitation of people of colour by people far more knowledgeable than me (links included at the end). So when I say I love The Greatest Showman, I love the spectacle and songs but representative of P.T. Barnums life it is not. A Million Dreams : P.T. Barnums Early Life Phineas Taylor Barnum was
born to shopkeeper Philo Barnum and named for his maternal grandfather, Phineas Taylor. Phineas Taylor the elder was a politician who, among other things, oversaw general lotteries. He was very close to his grandson and his influence would become obvious. Barnum was sixteen when his father died and went on to run several different businesses
including his own store and a stateside lottery. One of the many elements left out of The Greatest Showman is Barnums religion. He was brought up in Calvinism and though, as an adult, he published editorials against the stricter aspects of the religion, he remained a Christian and much of his later life was devoted to philanthropy and temperance
speaking but that would not a good musical make. Although he didnt come from wealth, his family was by no means impoverished. They would have made a steady living and had the support of their families behind them. This is Me : Joice Heth, General Tom Thumb, and the Early Hoaxes Barnums first venture into the entertainment industry was a
source of embarrassment to him in his later life, and ignored entirely by The Greatest Showman. In 1835, Barnum bought an elderly African American woman from an acquaintance of his. Slavery was already abolished in New York, so Barnum exploited a legal loophole which allowed him to lease the woman instead of purchase her. This practice
allowed him to be able to deny that hed ever been a slave owner when he later championed the abolition of slavery. Advertisement for Joice Heths act The womans name was Joice Heth and Barnum advertised her as George Washingtons nursemaid, claiming her to be over a hundred and sixty years old. Naturally, Heth was not such a great age, but
the hoax was aided by her poor health. She was largely paralyzed, confined entirely to a chair, blind, and had no teeth (possibly because Barnum himself removed them). However, her stories of an infant George Washington captured the public interest and she proved financially successful for Barnum. Barnum discovered that his talents were not so
much in presenting and entertaining but in marketing. He turned all publicity into an advertisement for his tours, and when attendance started to dip, articles began appearing in the papers claiming Heth was a hoax which renewed interest. There had always been a debate over Heths age and whether she could actually be a hundred and sixty years
old. Barnum promised that upon her death, he would allow a public autopsy to prove the claims. Although he insisted that Heth had been buried with respect after her death, this was after he sold over fifteen hundred tickets to the autopsy. The doctor performing the investigation confirmed that Heth had been no more than eighty at the time of her
death. Barnum responded by claiming that the autopsy itself had been a hoax, and Heth hadnt died at all. She was alive and well and touring Europe. He later admitted that the body had been Heths. With the money he made off Heth, Barnum bought a successful museum which drew its initial audience through hoaxes. In 1842, he discovered Charles
Stratton, a three year old boy who hadnt grown since he was six months old. Barnum taught him to act, sing, dance, and impersonate, and Stratton became an international sensation. Calling the act General Tom Thumb, Barnum took the then four year old Stratton on a three year tour of Europe which made Stratton one of the most famous celebrities
of his day, and Barnum rich enough to expand his museum. Left: Charles Stratton (General Tom Thumb) Right: Sam Humphrey as Stratton. Historically, Stratton was a renowned celebrity for life. His wedding was the subject of extensive media coverage and he supported Barnum financially during rough patches. Come Alive : Barnums American
Museum Barnums American Museum found on the corner of Broadway Barnums main focus were his ever expanding museums. His largest, upon which his circus in The Greatest Showman is based, was Barnums American Museum, found in central Manhattan. The museum had elements of various attractions; there was a zoo, an aquarium,
waxworks, taxidermy animals, a lecture theatre, a portrait gallery, the hoaxes, and of course, the live acts alongside standard museum fare. Barnum maintained that the hoax element of his museum was only to attract attention and visitors to his legitimate exhibitions. In the film, the circus burns down after its attacked by thugs who want the freak
show to leave their city. This is based on a real event, the museum did burn down in a devastating fire in 1865 but the fire wasnt started by angry moralists. The fire, which started in the basement of Barnums museum destroyed the building and took nine others with it. Those that werent lost to the blaze were damaged irrevocably by the water.
Despite the damage, there was no loss of human life. The loss of animal life however was significant, especially within the aquarium. Above: Contemporary depiction of the fire. Below: The Greatest Showmans depiction which featured the animals getting out safely. Never Enough : Jenny Linds Tour In 1850, Barnum had his representatives make
contact with the Swedish opera singer, Jenny Lind, and offered to bring her to America to tour. He hadnt heard her sing and by his own admission it would have made little difference given that he wasnt musically inclined. During his tours of Europe with Stratton however, he had seen how her performances inevitably sold out and witnessed her
incredible popularity. Lind had little interest in visiting America and the American people had little knowledge of who Lind was, yet the tour was an incredible success. As she does in The Greatest Showman, Jenny Lind gave her profits to charitable causes rather than keep them for herself. The fee Barnum offered her would allow her to support free
schools in her native Sweden, therefore once shed had Barnums credit checked, she accepted the offer. Barnum had to mortgage his properties extensively and still borrowed in order to pay Lind and her troupe in advance but stood to make a substantial profit from the tour. Due to his extensive marketing, before Lind had even arrived in America,
shed become a household name. She arrived to almost hysterical crowds and upon realizing her popularity and the money Barnum stood to make off her, she renegotiated their contract in order to increase the portion she received for charity. Left: Jenny Lind. Right: Rebecca Ferguson as Jenny Lind. The two travelled with Linds troupe around
America, but Lind became increasingly disaffected and concerned with Barnums aggressive marketing strategies, which had gone as far as going on stage before her encore to announce that she was donating her fee to charities. In The Greatest Showman, Lind quits the show leaving Barnum bankrupt when he doesnt return her obvious affections. In
reality, the two parted amicably after Lind decided that she would act as her own manager. Barnum had already made a substantial profit from the tour and didnt lose out for their parting. Lind went on to extend the tour during which time she married her conductor, Otto Goldschmidt. The Greatest Show : The Three-Ring Circus After Barnums
American Museum was destroyed by fire, Barnum re-established it elsewhere in New York. Except that too was destroyed by fire. After this, he didnt try and rebuild, choosing to take his acts out as a travelling troupe instead, calling them the Greatest Show on Earth. In his later life, he merged his circus with that of James Bailey and James L.
Hutchinson, creating Barnum and Baileys circus. The show was the first to utilise the three ring format, as well as the first to travel by train. He continued to be plagued by setbacks (including fire) but the show went on, long after Barnums death, until it closed in 2017. Tightrope : P.T. Barnum and Charity Hallet A major part of The Greatest
Showman is the love story between Barnum and his wife, Charity. In the film, theyre childhood sweethearts parted when Charity is sent to boarding school by her aristocratic parents. Their fondness never dies and they reunite as adults, marry, and have two children. Barnums constant desire to improve upon their situation is contrasted with Charitys
wish that they be happy with what they have in life. Briefly driven apart by his apparent infidelity with Jenny Lind, the two reconcile and go on to be happy together. Barnum did indeed marry Charity Hallett, though her familys financial situation is unknown. Two of their children appear in the film but they had four daughters together, one of whom
died in infancy. Barnum praised Charity as the greatest woman he could have married after her death in 1873, however this might have been in part him trying to assuage his conscience as he had long been having an affair with the daughter of one of his friends. Nancy Fish was forty years Barnums junior and began writing to him from the age of
twenty one. She was with him during his European tours and when Charity died, Barnum, who was in Germany at the time, left for Fishs home. He missed Charitys funeral and married Nancy thirteen weeks later. Appreciating that it might be a little tasteless to return to New York with a new wife on his arm, the new Mrs Barnum waited until the
September after Charitys death to join her husband where they were married a second time. Above: Charity Hallet and P. T. Barnum. Below: Hugh Jackman and Michelle Williams playing a far more childhood sweetheartsy version of the couple overcoming issues of class. The Other Side : Miscellaneous facts and tidbits So just a few things to round up
with. Zac Efrons character, Phillip Carlyle is fictional, as is his relationship with the fictional Anne Wheeler. Barnum did hit a state of financial ruin shortly after Jenny Linds tour but it wasnt related to the tour. He recovered financially after touring as a temperance speaker. Barnum also had a political career serving as the mayor of his home of
Bridgeport, and in the legislature of Fairfield, Connecticut. Despite his earlier dealings with Joice Heth, he later became an abolitionist and left the Democratic party to join the anti-slavery Republicans. He built several lavish mansions which were considered the height of good taste by his peers. Caroline Barnum wasnt a ballerina and accompanied
her father on Jenny Linds tour. She kept a journal of the events. Helen Barnum was cut from her fathers will after she chose to divorce her husband and marry another man. The conjoined twins Chang and En were one of Barnums actual acts. Jenny Lind was born out of wedlock. Her mother had divorced her first husband and was living with Linds
father at the time of her birth, but refused to marry him while her first husband lived. James Gordon Bennett was one of Barnums actual critics, though it was Barnum himself who coined the term King of Humbug And as this is a historical blog, I have not delved too deeply into the issues of race around The Greatest Showman, so here are some links
as promised. The Greatest Showman is the latest Hollywood whitewashing of Americas racist past Hugh Jackmans role as P.T. Barnum helps erase the showmans violent racism Greatest Showman P.T. Barnum was also a master racial mythmaker P.T. Barnum Isnt the Hero the Greatest Showman Wants You to Think If youd like to join me for more fun
and games in picking apart history, and other behind the scene tangents, you can support me via my Patreon. When P.T. Barnum's name comes up these days, it's mostly for one of two reasons. Either A: because that the guy you know who uses the word "actually" too often wants to show everyone how smart he is by informing them that Barnum
never said "there's a sucker born every minute," or B: because your coworker just saw The Greatest Showman and is totally shipping Zac Efron and Zendaya, or Hugh Jackman and Rebecca Ferguson, or one of the elephants and it doesn't matter who else, they just have a lot of feelings. It may shock and amaze audiences far and wide to learn that the
real P.T. Barnum was a spectacle far more astounding than the optimistic songbird presented on screen in The Greatest Showman. Step up, dear reader, and learn his story! Not just an entrepreneurial spirit, he was an American legend, a nonfiction folk hero, a demigod of gumption and wherewithal who walked among mortals and forever changed
the landscape of entertainment!Or depending on your perspective, he was a con artist slave owner who got an elephant killed. Let's explore P.T. Barnum. First things first. P.T. Barnum was, if nothing else, a deeply dishonest man who made a living off the gullibility of the public. That said, he came by his dishonesty honestly.Phineas Taylor Barnum
was born in 1810 and named after his grandfather, who almost immediately started screwing with him. At his grandson's christening, he gave the boy the deed to 5 acres of land called Ivy Island. Years of playing it up to the boy (and years of the boy telling everyone in town how rich he was) culminated in a trip to Ivy Island, which it turned out was
less "magical isle of wonderment and possibility" and more "a patch of land in a swamp covered in acres of poison oak." Oh, how everyone laughed at him. According to his autobiography, he was 10 at the time. This sounds like the origin story of an Adam West-era Batman villain, and to be clear, it basically was. It was, however, a slow burner: The
road to becoming the patron saint of hucksters was a long one, and before getting into show business, Barnum would work in nobler fields, like as a sketchy boardinghouse employee, a newspaper publisher who was convicted of libel, and perhaps most successfully, the manager of a local lottery. When lotteries became illegal in his home state of
Connecticut, he packed up his family and headed to New York.And that, roughly, is where stuff started to get gross. Just ask any of the No Doz-riddled optimists who camp out on the sidewalk for a week trying to get an audition for America's Got Talent: breaking into show business is hard. Luckily for P.T. Barnum, there are ways around that,
provided you're willing to be biblical-grade evil. At the tender age of 25, Barnum was looking to get his foot in the door of pretty much anything. He was working as part owner of a grocery store when he came across Joice Heth, an elderly (here comes the problematic stuff!) slave. The roughly 80-year-old woman was being exhibited as the 161-year-
old ex-nurse to baby George Washington, but for whatever reason, people weren't buying the act.That's where Barnum stepped in. Reckoning that selling the public on a century-and-a-half-old woman was more about branding than common sense, he circumvented the whole "it was illegal to buy slaves in New York at that point" issue by "leasing"
Joice. He sold his stake in the grocery store, paid $500 out of pocket, borrowed another 500, and became the proud owner of a person. Weirdly for a story about buying and selling human beings with thoughts and emotions, things got a little bleak from there. Physically, there's no doubt that Joice Heth looked like an old woman when P.T. Barnum
started exhibiting her, but she just wasn't the spectacle that he needed. Audiences up until that point had been unimpressed. So what do you do with a curiosity act that nobody's curious about? If you're P.T. Barnum, you go full-on evil sideshow proprietor and start torturing an old woman. For starters, Barnum wanted Joice to shed some of those
pesky extra pounds from which octogenarians so frequently suffer. To achieve this, he put her on a strict diet of eggs and whiskey. He also apparently figured that, while the chances of anyone living for over a century and a half were low, the odds that they could do it and still have teeth were probably astronomical. According to accounts in the
Benjamin Reiss book The Showman and the Slave, what happened next went roughly like this: Barnum said, "You'd look older without teeth. You should let me pull those out of you," to which Heth replied, and we're paraphrasing here, "No." Barnum retorted, "Fair enough. How about a drink?" and then got Heth drunk. Really drunk. However drunk
you have to be to say "Oh, all right, yank my teeth out." It's impossible to say for sure why this story didn't make it into The Greatest Showman, but it may have been due to the difficulty inherent in juxtaposing a man mutilating an old woman so she'll better suit his needs against a song about accepting yourself no matter what you look like. Barnum
turned Heth into a touring sensation, and made a killing doing it. By showing her off for 12 hours a day, six days a week, Barnum pulled in around $6,000 per month, precisely zero dollars of which went to Heth. Barnum's methods of advertising were dizzyingly machiavellian: At one point, he had a story printed in a Boston newspaper ahead of a visit
claiming that Heth was "a curiously constructed automaton, made up of whalebone, India-rubber, and numbers springs that ingeniously put together, and made to move at the slightest touch according to the will of the operator." If the impossibly old woman who raised the father of our country didn't pique your interest, a terminator made of orca
skeletons definitely would. The exploitation of an enslaved woman in the free North didn't go unnoticed. When people protested what was clearly a violation of the law, Barnum made it known that Heth was actually a free woman and that the proceeds from her appearances went toward freeing her family in the South, and any of the "aw shucks"
hokey traveling show charm of Barnum's business flies out the window when you realize that none of it was true.Joice died within a year of going to work for Barnum. Consummate entrepreneur that he was, this didn't stop him: He held a public autopsy of her body and charged 50 cents for tickets. A year of starving an old lady and forcing her to work
until she died left Barnum bitten by the showbiz bug. His next venture was called Barnum's Grand Scientific and Musical Theater. It was a traveling variety show featuring magicians, acrobats, and curiosities. At this early phase in his career, however, his greatest success came when he met Charles Stratton. Stratton was a 5-year-old boy from
Connecticut who had apparently stopped growing at around 6 months old. Barnum convinced Stratton's parents to let him take the kid under his wing. He taught Stratton how to perform and took him out on the road, only lying a little bit about how he was older than he actually was and also from England and also named "General Tom Thumb." The
ruse brought an audience, and before long, Stratton was performing for Queen Victoria and Abraham Lincoln.Charles Stratton is sort of the poster child for the duality of Barnum's methods. He was a young man with a disability that, at that point in history, would've left him without a lot of options in life, but he wound up a celebrity who died wealthy,
beloved, and married, and none of that would've happened without Barnum. On the other hand, Barnum could be seen as someone who exploited a little boy, taught him to drink wine and smoke to amuse audiences, and lest we forget, also bought a woman and pulled her teeth out. Despite the economic crisis of 1837, Barnum was doing all right for
himself. Using the money he'd put together on the road, he purchased Scudder's American Museum, a five-story building in New York that was promptly rebranded as Barnum's American Museum. What had been a hit-and-miss collection of natural history exhibits and curiosities was given the typically over-the-top P.T. Barnum treatment. The building
was filled with oddities, performers, and trained animals, and the advertising was just about what you'd expect. Visitors were promised sights such as the mummified "Feejee Mermaid," which was, in theory, the preserved corpse of a cryptid and, in practice, a monkey body sewn to a fish tail. All in all, the museum purportedly saw over 38 million
visitors during its more than two decades of operation, a number slightly higher than the population of the United States at the time. In 1865, Barnum's American Museum burned to the ground while fleeing animals jumped from its windows, trying to escape. No one knows how the fire started, though it's been blamed on a faulty chimney. The good
news is that it was insured, though it's hard to say whether that was true of his second museum that burned down in 1868, or his circus that burned down in 1872, or his mansion that burned down in 1857. During his time running the American Museum and in the years that followed, P.T. Barnum amassed a small battalion of performers with unique
and unusual physical attributes. They became some of his most popular attractions, especially once he was done chumming the waters with aggrandizing lies. The list of Barnum's performers is long and, these days, pretty troublesome. For fans of the truly heinous, there was William Henry Johnson. William was an African American man born to two
former slaves. He had a distinctively sloped forehead that may or may not have been the result of microcephaly, so naturally Barnum put him in a gorilla suit from the neck down, told him to speak gibberish, and advertised him as the missing link. If the racist angle isn't gross enough for you, there's always his stage name, "Zip the Pinhead."There was
also Ella Harper the Camel Girl, a woman with knees that bent both ways. There were Chang and Eng, the conjoined brothers who became so well known that they gave birth to the phrase "Siamese twins." And of course, there was Annie Jones, the Bearded Lady, who, and this is neat, spent her later years championing efforts to get people to stop
calling folks with physical abnormalities "freaks." In his autobiography, Barnum claimed to have heard a firebrand minister speaking in 1847 on the subject of temperance. He said he became convinced of the potential evils of alcohol and famously expressed that he would "never drink anything stronger than water" when he spoke publicly about the
importance of a booze-free lifestyle. This lent credibility to his constant deluge of shenanigans and made him, at the time, a more admirable political figure. Whether Barnum actually believed this is, like literally everything else about him, up for some debate. According to the Greeley Tribune, he owned property in Greeley, then a dry city, but his
property was nearly confiscated after it was busted twice for unlawful hooch sales while under the management of Barnum's in-laws.And then there was the elephant in the room: Jumbo, Barnum's prize elephant and the reason we use the word "jumbo" to this day. Whatever Barnum's thoughts on alcohol, Jumbo apparently loved it, and was given
entire kegs of beer to drink at a time, sort of visually prophesying John Belushi in a lot of ways. Adorable? Sure. But it was also very possibly a contributing factor to the animal's physical deterioration. Studies have found that Jumbo's diet led to deformities and infections in his teeth, potentially worsening the animal's infamous episodes of violent
rage. Overall, P.T. Barnum is remembered as a jovial sort of a guy, grinning his way through a life of puckish misdirection and, lest we forget, buying people and pulling their teeth out. But there was one thing the showman couldn't stand: liars. With righteousness and the wellbeing of the public doubtless stoking the fires behind his every keystroke,
Barnum wrote "The Humbugs of the World: An Account of Humbugs, Delusions, Impositions, Quackeries, Deceits and Deceivers Generally, in All Ages," and based on the title, was paid by the word. In it, he outlines the different ways that spiritualists, mediums, con artists, and hucksters would defraud the public. He adamantly stood by his belief that
taking advantage of people through deception was wrong, saying in a letter, "As a general thing I have not 'duped the world' nor attempted to do so."He also told people that a monkey sewed to a fish was a mermaid and fabricated a heroic death for his star elephant after negligence led to him being hit by a train, but whatever. He faked a photo of
himself with Abraham Lincoln's ghost to help take down "spirit photographers" like William Mumler who skewed more on the totally trashy side of conning folks out of their money. Barnum, for all of his faults, was a hard working man who didn't take a lot of time off. He didn't actually start the traveling circus he was most famous for until he was in
his 60s, so his later years were spent traveling the world. On one of his trips, his wife, Charity, passed away from heart failure. According to Bridgeport History Society records, Barnum was in Germany at the time and decided to travel to England to be with a friend, John Fish, during his time of grief. Thirteen weeks later, he was married to Fish's
daughter, Nancy, who was 40 years younger than he was. In other slightly yucky news, Barnum cut one of his daughters out of his will when she cheated on her husband, presumably because of his intense dislike of (deep sigh) dishonesty. Not having any sons and wanting to keep his legacy alive, he left a good chunk of his money to his grandson on
the condition that he use "Barnum" as his last name. By the time he died, P.T. Barnum was arguably a living folk hero. He had entertained millions, been elected to the Connecticut House of Representatives and to the office of mayor in Bridgeport, and sold countless copies of his memoirs and self-help books. He'd traveled the world in search of the
peculiar and incredible, and witnessed people and objects beyond the wildest imaginings of most men. He'd even read his own obituary. According to P.T. Barnum: The Legend and the Man, Barnum had talked about how newspapers only printed nice things about people after they died. When his health began to decline in 1891, the New York Evening
Sun apparently decided to do something about it: They printed a glowing obituary for him while he was still alive, just so he could read it. The front page article was titled "Great and Only Barnum He Wanted to Read His Obituary Here It Is." In the roughly 130 years since he died, P.T. Barnum has become a source of fascination on par with many of
his own exhibits. He's been the subject of books, plays, TV movies, and an all-singing, all-dancing, musical Wolverine spectacular. In the end, maybe the most intriguing thing about Barnum is that he remains impossible to define. His collection of "human curiosities," for example, could be seen as exploitation of the differently abled, yes. It could also
be argued that his providing decent-paying work to folks with disabilities meant those people were able to live longer and more comfortably than they otherwise would have in a society with no other support system. His propagation of minstrel shows and sensationalist racial stereotypes are, through a modern lens, xenophobic and hateful. He also
rallied hard in favor of the Thirteenth Amendment, arguing that all people, no matter their heritage, possessed an immortal soul and deserved to be free. Maybe there is no answer to the question "What kind of man was P.T. Barnum?" Maybe, like everyone else, he was a complex hive of actions, positive and negative. To quote James Truslow Adams,
"There is so much good in the worst of us, and so much bad in the best of us." Maybe a life is too complicated a thing to define as good or evil.Except Barnum pulled the teeth out of Joice Heth's head and sold tickets to her autopsy, so no, the guy kind of sucked. *First published by Wear Your Voice Magazine, December 23, 2017.*P.T. BARNUM WAS A
WICKED MAN, AND DESERVES TO BE REMEMBERED AS SUCH.Every so oftenpop culture affords us the opportunity to subvert a paradigm, promoting diversity and inclusion through storytellingthe upcoming A Wrinkle In Time and Oceans Eight are perfect examples. But unfortunately and most of the time, like in Hugh Jackmans new biopic The
Greatest Showman, visual media not only upholds systemic and structural inequalities but goes even further to whitewash over terrible history and evil deeds.The Greatest Showman presents the founder of the circus P.T. Barnum as a charismatic hero, framed in multiple love story narratives, as we follow his creation of his so-called Greatest Show On
Earth. While multiple accounts of Barnums real-life personality do indicate his commanding stage presence and business smarts, The Greatest Showman appears to gloss over and omit the laundry list of cruelty, misinformation, and exploitation upon which Barnum relied for his capitalist circus and sideshow projects.Step right up for a reality check
about P.T. Barnum.While historians can claim that Barnum made space for the disabled and atypical to work within their physical means, Barnums advent of the freakshow did not work to promote anti-ableist human rights. Instead, he further marginalized and othered them by framing them as those who are not like normal peoplehe displayed them
in ways to heighten their perceived monstrousness and physical difference.The people used as human displays were taunted and verbally abused by spectators, and they were mistreated behind the scenes as well since they had no power to demand equal or even fair treatment to able-bodied carnies and visitors. The freaks were not considered equals
to the norms, a fact that The Greatest Showman has conveniently overlooked. Often these sideshow performers were indentured servants to the Big Top, since their weekly wages were subsumed into Barnums money-making machine to cover lodging and food when touring the country.Barnum profited off of disadvantaged people, and paid out to the
already-entitled like himself. He peddled in fomenting fear, disgust, and hatred of perceived physical and social differences, and especially disabled sideshow performers. There is nothing romantic in this level of capitalist exploitation. Its an exercise in pure despicability.Worse, many of these human exhibits were outright shams courtesy of makeup,
wigs, and light design. Barnum was one of the founders of fake news, and after he purchased Scudders American Museum he turned it into a platform to disseminate hoaxes as truth such as theFeejee Mermaid(a taxidermied monkeys head attached to the body of a fish) andTom Thumb(a child who Barnum claimed was the smallest man on Earth),
alongside evidence of human oddities like albinos, bearded women, giants, fat people, and exotic tribal peoples from faraway lands who were fetishized on display.This great showman also had a penchant for putting Native and African tribal peoples on display with staggering amounts of misinformation, including cannibalistic practices, bloody
religious rituals, and other lies about the perceived beastliness and savagery of non-white people. One particular example stands out: Barnum acquired a black dwarf with microcephaly and created an imaginary language for the man monkeyBarnums own phraseto speak that would further exoticize him for mostly white audiences.Barnum may have
been Americas first dignified showman, but the people whose lives and deaths he exploited for money were offered no such reciprocation.Some credit Barnum with the origins of theanimal rights movement, since he allowed small-town Americans to see and experience animals that they would never have an opportunity to do otherwise. But this link is
superficial at best and a damaging myth at worst. Barnums goal was to make money, and animals were often kept in too-small cages when on the road and were trained with horrific corporal punishment and other kinds of abuse.Later in life when P.T. Barnum ran and won for political office on the platform of slavery abolition and the Thirteenth
Amendment, in the past he did in fact own slaves. In fact, he used one of his slaves, a woman named Joice Heth, to promote another of his hoaxes about a plant that could turn black skin white. By this time, minstrelsyotherwise known as blackfacewas a common and popular act in Barnum and Baileys Greatest Show On Earth that did its best to uphold
American white supremacy.P.T. Barnum once said, A human soul, that God has created and Christ died for, is not to be trifled with. It may tenant the body of a Chinaman, a Turk, an Arab or a Hottentot it is still an immortal spirit, and yet his Greatest Show On Earth was unable to apply this principle belief in any practical or concrete way. This was
also the man who coined the phrase profitable philanthropy when he said: I have no desire to be considered much of a philanthropistif by improving and beautifying our city Bridgeport, Connecticut, and adding to the pleasure and prosperity of my neighbors, I can do so at a profit, the incentive to good works will be twice as strong as if it were
otherwise.Barnum was a veritable conman who got rich exploiting other human beings even when he claimed to be helping them. His benevolence was purely self-serving. Youd think this actual history would be perfect considering the current political climate in America, which currently has a similar figureminus the charismain control right now.
Instead, the films creators opted to rewrite Barnums history and gloss over the deplorable things he did during the course of his lifetime.Barnums life and work would have been more accurately presented in the context of a horror drama, not a romance musical. Its an insult to everyone Barnum took advantage of in his decades as a showman that his
legacy of ableism, racism, animal abuse, and more would be so sanitized and divorced from reality and history as Hollywood has just done. P.T. Barnum was a wicked man, and deserves to be remembered as such. This article is written by a student writer from the Her Campus at TCN]J chapter and does not reflect the views of Her Campus.When The
Greatest Showman came out in December 2017, it seemed to take the world by storm. With songs to sing at the top of your lungs and actors you love (Im talking about our queen, Zendaya), the movie was quite possibly something we didnt know we were waiting for. But, despite the beautifully choreographed dance numbers, the loveable characters,
and the heart-warming end scene where P.T. Barnum (Hugh Jackman) hands over the business to Philip Carlyle (Zac Efron), the movie hid who P.T. Barnum really was: a con artist that exploited innocent people. Hugh Jackmans portrayal of Barnum made the showman seem like a sly, charming, and passionate character, like Aladdin from Aladdin, but
in reality, the man just wanted to make money any way that he could. Yes, the film was exactly what it is, a film full of imagination, but it doesnt seem right that P.T. Barnum was painted out to be an amazing man when his actions showed the opposite of that.When P.T. Barnum started out in show business, the talents he featured in his circus ranged
from blackface minstrel acts to marketing that a former slave woman was one of George Washingtons nurses (Bustle and L.A. Times). P.T. Barnum rented Joice Heth, the former female slave, worked her until she died, and then exploited her after her death. While slavery was illegal in New York and Pennsylvania during this time, he found a loophole
that allowed him to rent Heth so he could make her work hours upon hours, day after day until she died in 1836. Even after Heth died, Barnum exploited her corpse to the public and hosted a live autopsy in a New York Saloon (Smithsonian), marketing it as a reveal to show that Joice Heth was actually half her age.Even in the film when Hugh
Jackmans character was trying to find oddities for his show, the music and the dance numbers tried to hide what his character was actually doing. He stuffed pillows in a mans shirt to make him seem bigger, he put a man on stilts to pretend that he was taller than he actually was, he exploited a woman with facial hair and a beautiful singing voice, and
he went out of his way to find Charles Stratton (Sam Humphrey), the short man that he portrayed as a general. Intertwined within all of the bright lights are lies that seemed to be quickly brushed over.When I watched the film for the first time last week, I was prepared to be blown away, and I was. The vocals? Amazing. The dancing? Al. The
chemistry of all the characters? Mind-blowing. However, my curiosity got the best of me and I just had to find out if P.T. Barnum was a real person and if he was truly as amazing as the movie was making him out to be. What I discovered was shocking and changed my entire vibe as I finished watching the movie because I dont stand for what he did to
the people he worked with. The Greatest Showman was without a doubt one of the best musical movies Ive seen in a very long time, and I would recommend it in a heartbeat to anyone who hasnt seen it yet, but I just cant seem to get over how much of a horrible person P.T. Barnum actually was and how horrible it must have been to work with
someone who took advantage of people to make money. Skip to main content Reddit and its partners use cookies and similar technologies to provide you with a better experience. By accepting all cookies, you agree to our use of cookies to deliver and maintain our services and site, improve the quality of Reddit, personalize Reddit content and
advertising, and measure the effectiveness of advertising. By rejecting non-essential cookies, Reddit may still use certain cookies to ensure the proper functionality of our platform. For more information, please see our Cookie Notice and our Privacy Policy. P.T. Barnum built a career out of telling people what they wanted to hear, and hes commonly
credited with having boasted that theres a sucker born every minute. But beneath his carefully constructed gregarious faade, he was a truly terrible human being.The Greatest Showman tells a highly sanitized version of Barnums days of duping the public and his contemptible exploitation of anyone he could use to make a buck. He not only launched
what would become a century and a half of cruelty to animals in circuses but also began his career by exploiting African-Americans and people with disabilities. In one egregious example, he bought a blind, severely debilitated African-American woman named Joice Heth and advertised her as the Greatest Natural and National Curiosity in the World.
He described himself as the proprietor of the negress even though slavery had been abolished in New York seven years earlier. He reportedly made up to $1,500 a week displaying her. Heth received not a cent. But Barnums deplorable abuse of humans was second only to his mercenary and merciless treatment of animals. After he chartered a vessel
to capture elephants from their homes and families in Sri Lanka, nine elephants, including one calf, were confined to a cramped compartment on a ship without any fresh air for four months. One reportedly died on board.Barnum also introduced the cruel bullhook a heavy baton with a sharp steel hook on the end, which handlers use to keep elephants
compliant and fearful. This painful weapon is still being used to hurt and terrorize elephants in circuses today. As if that werent despicable enough, he also jammed hot pokers up elephants trunks in a control technique called the burning method.At one point, Barnum somehow acquired two beluga whales and imprisoned them in a tank in the
basement of his New York museum. Both were dead within two days. PETA met with the production team of The Greatest Showman before filming began to stress the concerns regarding Barnums sordid history urging it to use alternatives to live animals and not to gloss over important facts about the movies subject. Producers deserve credit for
using computer-generated imagery instead of captive, abused wild animals. But romanticizing a man who caused so much pain and suffering is irresponsible and normalizes animal abuse. Barnums ugly legacy continued until just this past May, when Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus shut down. Now, even this consummate huckster couldnt
convince todays informed public that beating animals and keeping them in cages and chains is acceptable. Barnum; An American Life by Robert WilsonSimon & Schuster 3452 pp.By Paul MarkowitzThe iconic name of P. T. Barnum, 125 years after his death, still brings to mind the image of the consummate hustler who is remembered primarily for
observing with evident satisfaction that a sucker is born every minute. The truth however is much more complex. He may have been a huckster but he was very much more than that, and he most likely never uttered those famous words.P. T. Barnum was a uniquely American character representing the best and worst characteristics of our young
nation. In this immensely readable biography, Robert Wilson has given us insights into the most admirable and questionable aspects of a deeply complicated man.This man who all but perfected the humbug would reinvent himself many times during his lengthy career. He would rise to unimaginable heights only to be followed by substantive disasters.
He would learn from his mistakes and start again, each time becoming a better man in the process.The subtitle of the book is An American Life. This is not accidental since one cannot imagine Barnum becoming the sensation he became in another place or at another time. He was a genius at making the most of his abilities within an industry that was
an important factor in the lives of millions of people. He was a self-made man who not only thrived in the entertainment industry but led it to as-yet unknown heights, to the delight of the adoring public.Barnum was born in 1810 in Bethel, Connecticut to simple, hard-working folks. From an early age he was known for his zest for life and his love of a
good practical joke. This was commonly referred to as Yankee cuteness and was admired as a personal trait. He was named after his beloved grandfather, Phineas Taylor, who had exhibited the same proclivities in his youth. He was good at math, bad at chores, and was always on the lookout for ways to make money.At the early age of 12 he drove
cattle to New York but found his calling working in a series of general stores where he developed bartering and negotiating skills that would serve him well in his future life. This led to running lotteries in much of Connecticut, where he also learned the value of public promotion and how advertising could greatly improve business.When he was 16
Barnums father died and being the oldest male, he became the head of the family. He would quickly find success buying a porterhouse a combination bar and steakhouse and opening a fruit and sweetshop near his hometown. Having been to New York, he also developed a love for the theater. At the age of 18 he married Charity Hallett and they
settled down above the dry goods, groceries and hardware store while still bringing in $2000 a day in lottery sales. He had at this early age combined his eye for showmanship and theater with his entrepreneurial skills to become a very successful businessman. The store, however, was only marginally successful, and the banning of lotteries in 1834
brought the good times to an end.This significant event would lead to a string of adventures that would make Barnum fame and fortune through successfully combining his love of science, theater, writing, and publicity, to appeal to the publics appetite for curiosities all with a dollop of humbuggery. The author does an excellent job of describing how
Barnum used all his skills to attract millions, including presidents and royalty, to his series of traveling shows, which presented a wide array of wonders to an American public eager to be entertained and educated.. Wilson describes with fascinating detail in successive chapters Barnums great finds; Joyce Heath, the supposed 161 yr. old slave woman
who purported to care for George Washington as a young boy; the Fejee Mermaid, that was in fact a monkey body ingeniously attached to a large fish; General Tom Thumb, a precocious, intelligent dwarf who passed himself off as twice his age while doing impressions of Napolean; the Swedish Opera Singer Jenny Lind whose gorgeous voice,
naturalistic acting and reputation for purity would attract millions. In every one of these instances Barnum did not make up the attraction on his own. He would hear about it, witness it, endeavor to purchase the rights to it, and using his genius for celebrity, publicity, and notoriety would make large amounts of money while pleasing hundreds of
thousands in touring shows.Barnums mid-life was difficult. When he tried businesses outside his purview he had mixed results. At 41, he decided to purchase the Jerome Clock Company and build a development for it in a nearby town in Connecticut. The company soon folded, and the development was never completed. Then his first mansion,
Iranistan, burned down, and he was forced to declare bankruptcy.By touring again with Tom Thumb, who had considerable affectation for Barnum and who wanted to assist him in his time of need, and a conducting a solo speaking tour of England on the topic of A Ruined Man, he soon replenished his coffers. He then opened a series of museums that
incorporated natural history exhibits, various curiosities, a lecture hall, and a performance space.The advent of the Civil War brought out Barnums strong Union feelings, an increasing abolitionist bent, a strong affinity to his Universalist upbringing and a love for President Lincoln. Still, he held close to his area of expertise, at times in ways that are
deeply problematic to our modern sensibilities. With the publication and notoriety of the Origin of Species, he would tour a four-foot tall mentally-challenged microcephalitic black man named William Henry Johnston as a potential link between man and ape. He would sign up another dwarf named George Washington Morrison Nutt or Commodore
Nutt who would be received by Abraham Lincoln. He would marry off Tom Thumb to Mercy Lavinia Warren Bump, a plumply attractice dwarf known as the Queen of Beauty.As he turned 50, Barnum became increasingly interested in philanthropic and political enterprises. He became an adviser to a new museum. He ran successfully for the
Connecticut legislature four times, served a term as mayor of Bridgeport, and ended his political career with an unsuccessful run for the U.S. Senate, losing to a distant cousin. Barnums political life was quite honorable by all accounts. He funded many municipal projects and donated sizable amounts of money to Tufts University toward the end of his
life.His final chapter was a combination of his purchase of Jumbo the Elephant from the London Zoo, the starting of the hugely successful Barnum and Bailey Traveling Circus, and the writing of his voluminous and very successful biography Struggles and Triumph of Forty Years Reflections.It all added up to a life that was quintessentially American in
character..Barnum rose to great highs and sank to great lows, saw successes and disasters, and grew in maturity. He always strove to give joy and thrills to his audiences so they would never feel they didnt get their moneys worth.Barnums legacy is particularly relevant today as lines between politics and entertainment seem to be permanently
blurred. The similarities of this self-made celebrity to some of todays leading figures, however, have their limits. Barnum was, in the end, a man of strong ideals and convictions, and philanthropy a huckster, whose heart was in the right place.Throughout history, storytelling has often bent the truth to create a better, more interesting story. The latest
Hugh Jackman film The Greatest Showman does just this. In its rags-to-riches musical fairytale, P. T. Barnum appears as a slightly flawed, but generally caring man who wants to prove to disabled people that they can be valued by displaying them in a circus freak show. Unlike an omission that improves a story, this is blatant and flagrant twisting of
history to offer a more pleasant and appealing story for the public.In reality, Barnum was not a sympathetic character. He was a con man who used peopledisabled or otherwisefor his own personal gain. The stories of those he used have, in The Greatest Showman, either been omitted or twisted to allow the audience to sympathise with Barnum.When
one investigates the true history of his life, Barnum was not the greatest showman, and little of his impact on human lives was great. Early in his career, for example, Barnum bought an old slave called Joice Heth to display her as the supposedly 161-year old nurse of George Washington. When she died, Barnum staged a public autopsy, charging
people 50 cents to watch it, profiting from her demise as he did from her life. Though one might excuse the omission of Joice Heths story on the basis of limited time in the film, the film did not just omit the parts of Barnums life that were unsavoury. Actually, the film twisted his work beyond recognition to show him as the saviour of people with
disabilities, rather than the abuser and owner of them.An example of this is the recruitment of people like Charles Stratton (a man with dwarfism, who played General Tom Thumb in Barnums circus) and Annie Jones (a woman with hirsutism who was replaced by the fictional Lettie Lutz in the film). The film depicts both Stratton and Jones being
recruited by Barnum as adults, who (in one of the more patronising sequences of the film) promises them that they will be not be seen as outcasts anymore. Barnum appears as their rescuer. In reality, both were bought by Barnum as children: Stratton was just 4 years old when he was purchased from his family, whilst Jones was bought at just 9
months old.Moving away from the portrayal of Barnum, the film is still flawed in its portrayal of disabled people. There is a totally different approach when Barnum recruits people with and without disabilities. With disabled people, Barnum appears as a rescuer, whereas with the white opera singer Philip Carlyle (his fictional sidekick) the relationship
is portrayed as a business proposition (he offers non-disabled partners a percentage of the shows profits).Whilst Barnum did purchase some of his so called freaks, it is not true that all of the people with disabilities in his shows had little agency. Chang and Eng Bunker, the conjoined twins, were actually savvy business people. These two became a
successful act outside of Barnums influence and they controlled their own business and marketed themselves.Barnum was not the only showman to display and abuse disabled freaks. Freak shows were a popular form of entertainment in the United States, Great Britain, and across Europe, particularly in the Victorian era. Together with Human Zoos,
which displayed ethnic minority peoples, they satisfied the curiosities of the Victorian public. Materials in the National Fairground Archives held in Sheffield show the extent of this othering as entertainment.Despite hopes that this sort of entertainment was confined to the history books, The Greatest Showman has once again conned the public, just
like Barnum. Two hundred years on, the film mirrors Barnums tactic: distracting the public from a distasteful reality with a spectacle. This time, however, the distracting spectacle employs special effects and music.The Greatest Showman could have been an empowering piece, instead it falls into the trap of romanticising the notion of the Freak Show
and allows the public once again to ignore the harsh realities of its past.
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