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A Tale of Two Anteaters
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Hochadel

v ABSTRACT In 1776, the first living giant anteater to reach
Europe arrived in Madrid from Buenos Aires. It survived 6 months
in the Real Sitio del Buen Retiro before being transferred to the
newly founded Real Gabinete de Historia Natural. In 1853, 77 years
later, a second anteater was brought to London by two German
showmen and exhibited at a shop in Bloomsbury, where it was
visited by the novelist Charles Dickens. The animal was
subsequently purchased by the Zoological Society of London,
which classed it as one of the most important additions to the
menagerie since its formation in 1828. Drawing on recent work in
animal biography, this article assesses the reception of the two
anteaters and considers their cultural and scientific significance. |
examine the logistics of the exotic animal trade and trace the
transatlantic networks that permitted anteaters—and knowledge
about them—to move between continents. | also study the modes
of representation, from painting to taxidermy, that enabled the
anteaters to reach new audiences. By focusing in detail on the lives
of two exceptional anteaters, the article illuminates understandings
of the species more broadly and shows how different spaces and
places shaped the creation and dissemination of zoological
knowledge. | emphasise, in particular, the tensions that emerged
between imperial and colonial science and the competing
knowledge regimes of the natural history museum, the menagerie,
and the field.

* This Special Issue was selected by a dedicated ESHS committee after a public call for special issues.

Helen Cowie () * University of York, correspondence: Department of History, University of York,

Heslington, York, YO10 5DD, UK. helen.cowie@york.ac.uk

Cite this article: Helen Cowie, 'A Tale of Two Anteaters', Centaurus, 64.3 (2022), 591-614

<https://dx.doi.org/10.1484/).CNT.5.132101>
DOI: 10.1484/).CNT.5.132101

This is an open access article made available under a cC BY 4.0 International License.
© 2022, The Author(s). Published by Brepols Publishers.

82 BREPOLS



592

HELEN COWIE

v KEYWORDS 18th-19th Century Science, Anteater, Circulation of
Knowledge, History of Science, Zoological Garden, Menagerie,
Museum, Spain, Britain

v ISSUE Volume 64 (2022), issue 3

In July 1776, the first living anteater to reach Europe was delivered to the Buen Retiro
menagerie in Madrid. The animal, which originated from the Rio de la Plata region of
South America, had been sent as a present to the Spanish king, Charles IIL It was one
of the most unusual creatures to grace the Spanish court, and was soon immortalised
in a painting by an apprentice working for the artist Rafael Mengs. Following its
death in January 1777, the anteater was stuffed and installed in the Real Gabinete
de Historia Natural, making the posthumous transition from living beast to scientific
specimen.

In 1853, 77 years later, a second anteater arrived in London, where it was visited—
among others—Dby the novelist Charles Dickens. Believed to be around 5 months old,
the animal had been imported from Brazil by German showmen. It was exhibited in-
side a small shop, “divided by a little wooden barrier into a small space for spectators
and a small space for the proprietors and for the animal itself,” and subsisted on a
daily diet of 5o eggs, “a little milk, and meat chopped finely or in a soup.” Dickens,
who paid to view the young anteater in person, described how it “scratches and pulls
its hair about with its hard foreclaws precisely as it would if they were horny fingers.”
He stated that he had become “pretty sociable” with the animal, even stroking “his
long nose and shaggy coat” with his hand.'

The arrival of two animals of the same species into two very different societies
offers an interesting window onto changing perceptions and understandings of exotic
animals. The Madrid anteater, a royal gift, formed part of a long tradition of diplo-
matic animal exchange, but became—at least in death—part of Spain's burgeoning
culture of natural knowledge. The London anteater, purchased as a commercial
speculation, was classed by the Zoological Society of London as “by far the most
important addition, in a scientific point of view, which has been made to the collec-
tion since its commencement.”* In an age of higher literacy, mass print culture,
and increasing consumerism, it was also commodified as an animal celebrity and
described, debated, and satirised in the popular press. Both specimens functioned as
living ambassadors for a species little known in Europe. Both also became entangled
within wider debates about the character, representation, and even survival of South
American fauna, serving as focal points for contemporary theories of taxonomy,
evolution, and extinction.

Drawing on recent work in the genre of animal biography, this article assesses
the reception of two of the first living anteaters to arrive in Europe and considers

1 Dickens (1853).
2 “Zoological Society of London” (1853).
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their broader cultural and scientific significance.? I examine the logistics of the exotic
animal trade and trace the transatlantic networks that permitted anteaters—and
knowledge about them—to move between continents. I also study the modes of rep-
resentation that enabled the animals to reach new audiences (some of them posthu-
mous). While a number of elephants, hippopotami, and other classic megafauna
have recently generated detailed studies as both individuals and species, anteaters
have rarely received such attention—a fact that likely reflects both the challenges
of keeping them alive in captivity and, perhaps, certain aspects of their behaviour
that rendered them less amenable to anthropomorphism.* By focusing in detail on
the lives of two exceptional anteaters, the article seeks to illuminate understandings
of the species more broadly and to show how different spaces and places—and
the movement between them—shaped the creation and dissemination of zoological
knowledge.’ I emphasise, in particular, the tensions that emerged between imperial
and colonial science and the competing knowledge regimes of the natural history
museum, the menagerie, the zoological garden, and the field. Who was a more reliable
authority on American fauna: the keeper who cared for an anteater in a menagerie, the
comparative anatomist who studied stuffed anteaters in the metropolitan museum, or
the travelling naturalist who observed living specimens in Paraguay or Brazil? To what

extent did the study of anteaters in captivity counter or propagate misconceptions of

this little-understood species?

From Buenos Aires to the Buen Retiro

The first anteater to reach Europe alive arrived in Madrid in July 1776. Caught in the
vicinity of Buenos Aires, it was sent to Charles III by the administrator of post in the
city, Don Manuel de Basavilbaso.® On its arrival in the Spanish capital, the anteater
was presented to the king, who inspected it in a chamber of the Palacio Real. It was
then transferred to the Casa de Fieras (menagerie, literally “house of beasts”) in the
Real Sitio del Buen Retiro, where a special apartment was created for it. A letter to
Don Matias Martinez Lépez dated July 4, 1776 recorded that the anteater, a female,
was accompanied by a keeper, who had formulated a special diet plan for the animal
(in the wild, giant anteaters subsist on ants and termites, but it was not possible to
provide these in sufficient numbers aboard ship or in the menagerie).” According to
Spanish naturalist Félix de Azara, this consisted of “little pieces of bread, minced meat

and flour dissolved in water.”®

3 Alberti (2011); Krebber & Roscher (2018).

4 See, for example, Ringmar (2006); Pimentel (2017); Nance (2015); Simon (2019).

s Livingstone (2003); Raj (2007); Sivasundaram (2005 ).

6 Iriarte to Don Pedro Franco Dévila [Letter] (1777), legajo 373, Seccién A—Real Gabinete de Historia Natural,
Fondo Museo, Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales, Madrid, Spain (hereafter MNCN).

7 Mazo Pérez (2006, p. 289).

8 Azara (1802, Vol. 1, p. 16).
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The anteater's improvised diet sustained it for 6 months. On January 31, 1777,
however, Martinez Lépez wrote to the king's minister the Marqués of Grimaldi to
inform him that the animal had been “found dead” in its enclosure.® On learning
of the anteater's death, Grimaldi arranged for its body to be sent to the recently estab-
lished cabinet of natural history, or Real Gabinete de Historia Natural, in Madrid's
Calle de Alcald, where it was stuffed by the dissector Juan Bautista Bru and put on
display in the Hall of Mammals. A series of entries in an account book for the Real
Gabinete document the various stages in the anteater's metamorphosis from corpse
to natural history specimen: on January 31, “an expenditure of [several] reales” was
made “to bring an anteater [0so hormiguero] that died in the Retiro [to the museum]”;
on February 13, “a porter was paid 2 reales for taking the flesh of the anteater to the
countryside [after it had been removed by Bru]”; on June 25, there was a payment
“of [several] reales for some hangers needed to mount the [stuffed] anteater on its
plinth.”** In the space of half a year, therefore, the anteater went from royal pet to
exotic museum exhibit.

A closer look at where and how the anteater was exhibited can tell us something
about its perception in contemporary society. Who was able to see it? How did they
respond to it? How did they represent it?

The anteater's first home, the Parque del Buen Retiro, was one of several
royal menageries in 18th-century Spain."' Located on the outskirts of Madrid, the
menagerie served chiefly as a site for entertainment and imperial ostentation, show-
casing the various rare beasts presented to the Spanish monarch. In conjunction with
other Reales Sitios at San Ildefonso, Aranjuez, and the Casa de Campo, it housed
a diverse assortment of species, including a pair of Brazilian tapirs donated by the
king of Portugal, a “very rare” African buffalo, and a seal caught by fishermen off the
coast of Alicante and exhibited in “a box filled with water.”** It also accommodated
an Indonesian elephant gifted to Charles III by the governor of the Philippines,
Don Simén de Anda y Salazar, in 1773."* Though created principally for the king's
pleasure, archival records suggest that the Buen Retiro menagerie was accessible to
the citizens of Madrid, who were permitted to see, and even interact with, its inmates.
The buffalo, for instance, was kept in a special enclosure with an iron grating “so that
the curious people of Madrid and other towns can see [it],” while the seal entertained
madrilefios by emerging from its tank to receive offerings of fish.'* The elephant
reportedly promenaded “freely through the streets of Madrid,” drinking daily from

9 Mazo Pérez (2006, p- 293).

10 “Libro de cuentas de los gastos del Real Gabinete de Historia Natural desde el 14 de marzo 1776 hasta el mes de

enero de 1809” (1776-1809), legajo 280, Secciéon A—Real Gabinete, Fondo Museo, MNCN.

11 Gémez-Centurién Jiménez (2011).
12 Bru (1786, Vol. 2, p. 4); Clavijo to Duque de la Alcudia [Letter] (1795), legajo 259, Seccién A—Real Gabinete,

Fondo Museo, MNCN; “Noticia de la Loba Marina que hay en el Buen Retiro” (1805).

13 Descripcion del Elefante (1773, p. 31).
14 Clavijo to Duque de la Alcudia [Letter] (1795), legajo 259, Seccion A—Real Gabinete, Fondo Museo, MNCN;

“Noticia de la Loba Marina que hay en el Buen Retiro” (1805).
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“the Cibeles fountain in the Prado” and scoffing treats at a nearby sweetshop.'* The
anteater may, therefore, have reached an audience beyond the monarch and his court.

The anteater's posthumous residence, the Real Gabinete, offered a different envi-
ronment for viewing the now-deceased South American mammal. Founded in 1771
by Pedro Franco Davila and opened to the public in 1776, the Real Gabinete was
accessible to visitors every Monday and could be seen free of charge.' The German
traveller Christian Fischer, who toured Spain in the years 1797-1798, stated that the
Real Gabinete was “open two times every week, including for the common people
dressed in ordinary clothes.”"” The British traveller Joseph Townsend corroborated
this claim, remarking that “any person who is decent in appearance is admitted to
walk round the rooms.””® Conceived as part of a wider programme of support for the
natural sciences, the Real Gabinete operated simultaneously as a site for research and
a microcosm of Spain's imperial prowess, gathering natural and man-made treasures
from across the globe."” A network of colonial bureaucrats, soldiers, and parish priests
dispatched natural history specimens to the museum from their respective territories
in response to a set of instructions circulated by Ddvila, while animal cadavers
also arrived from the Buen Retiro and other royal menageries.*® The anteater, one
of the first creatures to be immortalised in this way, was among the most prized
objects in the fledgling museum and elicited comment from several visitors, among
them the Briton John Talbot Dillon, who admired its 16-inch-long tongue.** It was
subsequently joined in the cabinet by a second (briefly living) anteater presented to
Charles III by the governor of the Council of the Indies in 1788, by the skeletons
of a male and female anteater in 1789, and by “a recently born anteater” sent to the
museum by the bishop of Trujillo, Jaime Baltasar Martinez Compaién. Trujillo also
sent the stuffed torso of an adult anteater, its tongue carefully “wrapped in paper” to
prevent damage during transit.**

In addition to appearing in a royal menagerie and a royal natural history cabinet,
the Madrid anteater inspired two important visual representations that outlived its
physical body. The first of these, a portrait of the living animal, was commissioned
by the King in September 1776 and painted in the studio of court painter Rafael
Mengs (Figure 1). It now hangs in the Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales in
Madrid, the successor to the Real Gabinete. Measuring 1.05 m high by 2.09 m wide,
Meng's portrait situates the anteater within a hilly, pastoral landscape and accurately
captures the beast's billowing black tail, long tongue, and impressive claws. A second,

Mieg (1818, p. 477).

“Real Gabinete de Historia Natural” (1784, p. 20).

Fischer (1801, p. 41).

Townsend (1792, p. 285).

Aragén Albillos (2014, pp. 43-79).

Figueroa (2013 ); Constantino (2015); Podgorny (2018).

Dillon (1780, pp. 76-77).

Gémez-Centurién Jiménez (2011, p. 94); El Conde de Florida Blanca to José Clavijo [Letter] (1789), legajo
96, Seccién A—Real Gabinete, Fondo Museo, MNCN; Clavijo (1788), “Razén de los Animales del Obispado
de Trujillo del Pert que su actual Obispo dirige a Su Magestad,” legajo 73, Seccién A—Real Gabinete, Fondo
Museo, MNCN. For a detailed appraisal of the bishop's work, see Berquist Soule (2014).
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Figure 1: “Oso hormiguero” (1776), by Studio of Rafael Mengs, Museo Nacional de Ciencias Naturales.

smaller anteater appears curled into a ball on the right-hand side of the painting, its
long snout buried beneath its shaggy tail. According to an inscription above the latter
animal, the portrait was “taken from life in the Casa de Fieras in 1776” when the
anteater was 30 months old and still not fully grown. We do not know which of
Meng's apprentices sketched the edentate, though recent research suggests it may
have been a young Francisco de Goya.*3

The second illustration (Figure 2) of the Madrid anteater was made by the Real
Gabinete's painter and dissector, Juan Bautista Bru and published in the second
volume of his book, Coleccién de Ldminas, que Representan los Animales y Monstruos del
Real Gabinete de Historia Natural (1786). Painted from the mounted rather than the
living specimen, this plate depicts the beast standing rigidly on a nondescript piece
of grass, with one foreleg raised to highlight its powerful digging claws. A scale at the
top of the page indicates the animal's true size, while a brief paragraph on the adjacent
page furnishes a textual account of the “Osa Palmera,” describing its “very long
snout,” toothless mouth, “small eyes,” “long cylindrical tongue,” and “curved claws.”
The text also references the anteater's behaviour and cultural significance, stating
(incorrectly) that “it climbs with great nimbleness in the trees” (probably a confusion
with its arboreal cousin the tamandua) and that its flesh, though foul-smelling, is
eaten “with relish” by the “savages” of Brazil** Taken from an inanimate model,
Bru's anteater has a rather stiff and contrived posture, highlighting the difficulties of
painting zoological illustrations from stuffed specimens—and the limitations of Bru
as an artist and taxidermist.** Often poorly assembled, improperly posed, or missing
vital body parts damaged during capture or in transportation, museum mounts were

23 Mazo Pérez (2006, pp. 286-288); Urries de la Colina (2011, pp. 242-253).
24 Bru (1786, pp. 35-36).
25 Aragén Albillos (2014, pp. 52-63).
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imperfect models for artists, and could inspire flawed and unnatural representations;
the skin of a manatee in the Real Gabinete, for instance, arrived “quite badly mal-
treated and lacking the head of the amphibian,” while several ostriches from the Real
Sitio del Buen Retiro were reportedly “missing their principal plumes” (likely pock-
eted by the keepers for financial gain).>® Bru's anteater thus illustrates the unreliability
of taxidermy as a source of accurate zoological information, and the challenges of
preserving specimens post-mortem.

This brings us neatly onto the wider debates surrounding the anteater, and its sig-
nificance within contemporary science. For as well as functioning as an exotic novelty,
the anteater became an unwitting participant in two related debates concerning the
nature of American fauna and the value of observations made in the museum and in
the field. The first of these debates, characterised by Antonello Gerbi as “The Dispute
of the New World,” centred on the relative merits of New and Old World plants,
animals, and people.*” Inaugurated by the French naturalist Buffon, who claimed
that the New World was colder and more humid than the Old World, and its fauna
correspondingly smaller and weaker, the debate really gained traction in the 1770s,
when Prussian philosopher Cornelius de Pauw wrote a polemical book depicting
America as a degenerate continent filled with noxious insects and “pusillanimous” li-
ons (pumas).?® This aroused the indignation of colonial subjects across the Americas,
who questioned the legitimacy of such claims and challenged the assumptions that lay
behind them.

The anteater enjoyed a prominent role in this transatlantic quarrel, appearing in
the writings of both America's detractors and its defenders. De Pauw, for instance,
enumerating the shortcomings of New World mammals, singled out the species as
deformed on account of its strange physique—specifically the fact that it had different
numbers of toes on its fore and hind feet (in fact, anteaters have five toes on each
foot, but two of the toes on the front feet are smaller than the others).?® On the other
side of the debate, the Chilean Jesuit Juan Ignacio Molina rallied to the anteater's
defence, contending that its negative reputation was a consequence of erroneous and
misleading naming conventions. As he explained:

A very respectable modern author [De Pauw] who believes the degeneration of
the animals of America to be evident, cites as proof of his opinion the American
myrmecophaga, vulgarly called ant-bear, denigrating it as a degenerate branch of
the bear species. But since all naturalists agree that this small quadruped differs
from the bear not only in genus, but also in order, there is no reason to regard it as
a bastard variety of a species with which it has never had the slightest affinity.>°

26 Davila, P. F. (1779), “Piel de Mantati,” Indiferente 1549, Archivo General de Indias, Seville, Spain; Clavijo to
Dugque de la Alcudia [Letter] (1795), legajo 259, Seccién A—Real Gabinete, Fondo Museo, MNCN.

27 Gerbi (1973).

28 De Pauw (1770, Vol. 1, pp. 7-13).

29 De Pauw (1770, Vol. 1, p. 12).

30 Molina (1788, p. 304).
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Pies.

Ora 23a/mem.

Figure 2: “Oso Palmera.” From Coleccién de Ldminas que Representan los Animales y Monstruos del Real
Gabinete de Historia Natural (Vol. 2, Plate 53), by J. B. Bru, 1786, Madrid, Spain: Andrés de Sotos.

The anteater thus arrived in Spain at a moment when its species was under close acad-
emic scrutiny and became the focus of both critics and champions of American fauna.

The “Dispute of the New World” segued into a more profound discussion of the
credibility of different naturalists and the epistemological value of evidence collected
in different places. Should one place more faith in the museum-based scholar, who
could examine dead animals at close range, or the travelling naturalist who could
observe his subjects in their natural environment, but might only do so fleetingly and
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Figure 3: “Le Tamanoir.” From LHistoire Naturelle (Vol. 11, Plate XXIX), by G. L. L. de Buffon, 1764,
Paris, France: Imprimerie Royale.

at a distance?*' Again the anteater presented a powerful example of these contrasting
approaches, earning different appraisals from sedentary and field-based scholars. The
Frenchman Buffon, who had only studied stuffed anteaters in museums, claimed that
their hind legs were thicker than their forelegs, that they used their long claws to
climb trees, and that they “look at a distance like a great fox.”** The soldier and ama-
teur naturalist Azara, however, who observed living anteaters during a 20-year stay in
Paraguay, protested that all of these claims were wrong.>* Drawing on personal expe-
rience and local knowledge, Azara described how anteaters “walk very deliberately, al-
most kissing the ground,” how they gave birth to a single pup each year, which “rides
on the back of the mother,” and how their fat was used “to good effect” in Paraguay to
“cure sores on ‘horses’ [backs].” He criticised Buffon's illustration of an anteater in his
Histoire Naturelle (Figure 3), which “narrows, stretches and disfigures the head so
much that it no longer resembles that of the beast,” and he dismissed the widespread
popular belief that anteaters were all female and mated with their long snouts—a mis-
take stemming from the fact that the males lacked a scrotum.?*

31 Outram (1995).

32 Buffon (1791, pp. 194-195).

33 On Azara, see Beddall (1983); Figueroa (2011); Cowie (2011).

34 Azara (1802, Vol. 1, pp. 61, 62, 67, 73, and 65 ). This belief still persists in parts of Brazil. See Bertassoni (2012).
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Azara's comments reflected the conflicting perspectives of metropolitan and colo-
nial scholars, who had different resources at their disposal. A long-term resident
of Paraguay, the Spaniard knew how anteaters moved and foraged in the forest or
Cerrado and how local people exploited them, but he did not know how to classify
them in accordance with the latest European systems (he in fact listed the giant
anteater under its Guarani name— “yurumi,” or “small mouth”—which he considered
an apt description of the beast).>* Buffon, conversely, working in Paris, had all the
latest scholarship at his fingertips, but based his illustration on an imperfect museum
specimen and his description on travellers' reports. These differing approaches under-
scored a deeper tension between European and American naturalists, who prioritised

different forms of knowledge and brandished different types of authority.>°

From Brazil to Bloomsbury

While the first living anteater came to Europe as a coveted royal gift, the first to
reach Britain arrived in more humble conditions, at least initially. Originating this
time from Brazil rather than Argentina, the anteater was acquired around 400 miles
from Rio de Janeiro by an unnamed German couple and was the only survivor of
the three infant anteaters they transported back to Europe. The young animal began
its life in London in a dilapidated shopfront in Bloomsbury, but was purchased
by London Zoo in autumn 1853.%7 It died almost a year later, on July 6, 1854.3°
Parachuted into a society that viewed exotic animals both as scientific specimens for
study and commodities for exhibition and profit, the anteater piqued the curiosity of
comparative anatomists, aroused the curiosity of amateur naturalists, and stimulated
the imagination of satirists. A closer look at its treatment in the British capital reveals
the multiple audiences for nature in 19th-century Britain and the differing roles of
keepers, naturalists, artists, and journalists in creating knowledge about zoological
novelties.

Anteater number two's first exhibition site was “a poor house at number seven-
teen, Broad Street, Bloomsbury.” According to the novelist and animal-lover Charles
Dickens, who visited the creature in its Bloomsbury residence, the anteater was
housed in a “small space” on the ground floor of the property.3® A large advertising bill
on the window announced the presence inside of an “Antita.” On entering, visitors
passed through a curtain into a small viewing area, separated from the animal by a
wooden barrier, and could observe the beast in “a deal box” filled with straw bedding.
Dickens stated that the anteater was “very thin” when he saw it, and reportedly
around 5 months old. While he was present, the slumbering animal rose from its bed
and emerged from the box to consume “an egg, which it had heard cracked against the

35 Azara (1802, Vol. 1, p. 66).

36 Lafuente (2000); Cowie (2011).

37 Dickens (1853).

38 Owen (1854, p. 154).

39 On Dickens's interest in and representation of animals, see McDonell (2018).
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wall,” “licking the yolk” out of the shell “with its long tongue.” Despite the wooden
barrier, Dickens also touched the anteater to “feel his [sic] long nose and his [sic]
shaggy coat” and recalled how the animal returned the favour, making an “inspection
of [his] trousers” with its snout.*

Dickens's experience of visiting the anteater was typical of a visit to a travelling
menagerie, where spectators frequently enjoyed intimate encounters with exotic
beasts in cramped cages. Comparatively cheap to access (the fee for seeing the
anteater was 6 pence; 3 pence for children), menageries were places where Victorians
of all ages and social classes could see beasts from distant lands.** While the most
famous menageries were large, containing up to soo different animals, many smaller
shows existed with only one or a handful of creatures, exhibited in hired shopfronts
like the anteater. In 1836, for instance, the proprietors of the Surrey Zoological
Gardens exhibited several giraffes in “a warm and spacious apartment” at 560 Regent
Street in order “to give the many thousands who are engaged during the day ... an
opportunity of inspecting these surprising animals, one of them, La Belle Giraffe,
standing 15 feet high.”** In 1859, showmen exhibited an 8oo-pound seal from West
Africa in a “room” at “191 Piccadilly,” where it performed for visitors in “a tub half
full of water.”* Dickens's visit to the anteater thus closely resembled other public
interactions with exotic species and emphasised the close, multisensory nature of
such encounters. It also resembled Victorian encounters with exotic people, who, like
animals, were often exhibited in Victorian Britain as freaks or curiosities. Reminiscing
over his visit, indeed, Dickens remarked that he had touched the anteater with “the
same hand that had been called upon to feel the small heads of the Aztecs”—a
reference to two microcephalic Mexican children, Maximo and Bértola, who were
brought to Britain in 1853 and exhibited around the country as descendants of
the Aztecs.** The anteater was therefore following in the footsteps of two human
inhabitants of the Americas and fulfilled the same function as an exotic curiosity.

If the anteater began life in London as the subject of an obscure show, its subse-
quent removal to London Zoo elevated it to a new level of fame and scientific impor-
tance. Purchased by the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) for a reported sum of
£200, the anteater was transferred to the Society’'s Gardens in the summer of 1853 and
made its debut to the public on September 1.4 According to contemporary reports,
the animal was housed in a “room” between some pythons and a chimpanzee.*® It
was highly prized by the ZSL as a scientific specimen and also acted as a major draw
to the visiting public, succeeding the famous hippopotamus Obaysch as the Zoo's
latest zoological star. Dickens, already a fan, predicted that “should it live and get

40 Dickens (1853 ). The anteater was, in fact, a female; Dickens misgendered her as male.

41 Cowie (2014, pp. 52-76).

42 “Bvening Exhibition of the Giraffes” (1836).

43 “The Talking Fish” (1859).

44 See Aguirre (2005, pp. 103-134); Durbach (2010, pp. 115-146); Qureshi (2011, pp. 190-193); Podgorny
(2013).

45 "The Week at the Zoo: Great Anteater Dead” (1935); “A New Animal at the Zoological Gardens” (1853).

46 Report of the Council of the Zoological Society of London (1854, p. 6); “The Fashionable Zoological Star” (1853).
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its rights, we shall have ant-bear quadrilles, ant-bear butter dishes, ant-bear paper
weights, ant-bear pictures of all sorts, and perhaps a dash of ant-bear in the Christmas
pantomime.”*’

As the newest resident of London Zoo, the anteater was, of course, entering one
of the world's oldest and most esteemed zoological institutions. Founded in 1828 and
opened to the public the following year, the Gardens of the Zoological Society offered
a much more genteel setting for viewing exotic beasts than the commercial menagerie,
and expressly styled themselves as a centre for rational recreation. Unlike the Buen
Retiro menagerie, which was the preserve of the Spanish king, London Zoo was an
explicitly national institution, funded by the subscriptions of fellows and the fees
charged to visitors. Until 1847 it had been somewhat exclusive, opening its doors only
to fellows and their acquaintances, but new management and financial difficulties led
to a relaxation in admissions policies, converting the Zoo into a popular leisure venue
for a broader range of classes.** As a serious scientific institution, London Zoo prided
itself on its contribution to knowledge and was quick to cast an analytical eye over the
anteater, securing “accurate drawings of its various peculiar attitudes and actions ...
for the society's portfolio.”* As the hub of a global network of exotic animal trading,
it w