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Not every mermaid 
is a damp Disney 
princess. By Elaine 
K Howley

In open water swimming circles, 
few creatures have such enduring 
appeal as mermaids. More often 
than not, these half-femme/

half-fish sea-goddesses are depicted 
as preternaturally young and nubile 
with flowing blonde or ginger hair, 
generous bosoms and taught tummies 
that give way to a gloriously finned 
fishy tail. Almost universally Caucasian 
and often sporting glorious singing 
voices—the better with which to lure 
sailors to an untimely demise—they 
beckon with a version of serene beauty 
that matches the ideals of the cultural 
moment in which they’re created. 

But, it seems, it hasn’t always been 
that way for all mermaids.

THE HIDEOUS HOAX
In the 1840s, perhaps the most 
singularly famous mermaid in the 
world was not freely swimming 
around some tropical archipelago, 
but rather traversing America as part 
of PT Barnum’s jumbled collection 
of curiosities and sideshows. Though 
Barnum is best remembered for his 
travelling circus, that small, repulsive 
mermaid was one of his earliest 
lucrative entertainment ventures.

In a piece she penned for 
Hyperallergic, writer Allison Meier 
called Barnum’s so-called Feejee 

Mermaid “aggressively ugly,” and 
boasting “expressions of exaggerated 
horror that recall Edvard Munch’s ‘The 
Scream.’” Upon seeing the item on 
tour in the 1840s, a reporter for the 
Charleston Courier commented that 
the “Feejee lady is the very incarnation 
of ugliness.” Even Barnum knew he 
had a delightfully nasty object in the 
form of the Feejee Mermaid, noting in 
his autobiography that the mermaid 
was “an ugly, dried-up, black-looking, 
and diminutive specimen… its arms 
thrown up, giving it the appearance of 
having died in great agony.”

Although it’s not certain whether 
the desiccated specimen Barnum 
exhibited still exists, a Feejee Mermaid 
with a potential connection to P.T. 
Barnum is currently on display at the 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology & 
Ethnology at Harvard University in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. The trout-
sized creation rests quietly inside a 
wood-and-glass case next to a poster 
advertising the rarity. 

“It’s not a mermaid, obviously,” 
says Dr. Diana Loren, director 
and museum curator 
of North American 
Archaeology at the Peabody 
with a smile and a nod 
towards the grotesquerie. 
But what exactly it is isn’t 
so easy to say for certain. 
Most likely it’s “part fish, 
part wooden-armature, 
part plaster, with some 
adhesive and animal 
bits,” possibly spider 
monkey and carp, Loren 
says. 

And it’s not even a 
little bit cute. It’s the 

The Siren’s
Call

stuff of nightmares, face frozen in 
a monstrously stiff smile. But even 
though the item inspired disgust 
and revulsion in many onlookers, 
its dreadfulness—and complete 
incongruity with the whole concept of 
mermaid as sexy siren—was no match 
for Barnum’s marketing savvy.

THE MAKING OF A MYTH
Further into his autobiography, 
Barnum writes of acquiring the 
Feejee Mermaid from Moses Kimball, 
proprietor of the Boston Museum in 
Boston, Massachusetts. Kimball had 
“bought it from a sailor, whose father, 
a sea captain, had purchased it in 

Calcutta in 1822 from some Japanese 
sailors,” Barnum writes. It had been 
displayed in London before Kimball 
received it, where curious Londoners 
had happily paid a shilling each to see 
it. 

Whether it was real or fake was 
immaterial to Barnum’s purposes. “I 
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requested my naturalist’s opinion of 
the genuineness of the animal, and he 
said he could not conceive how it could 
have been manufactured, for he never 
saw a monkey with such peculiar teeth, 
arms, hands, etc, and he never saw a 
fish with such peculiar fins; but he did 
not believe in mermaids. Nevertheless, 
I concluded to hire this curiosity and 
to modify the general incredulity as 
to the possibility of the existence of 
mermaids, and to awaken curiosity 
to see and examine the specimen, I 
invoked the potent power of printer’s 
ink.”

Indeed, Barnum fabricated a 
shadowy figure called Dr. J. Griffin, 
a member of the London Lyceum of 
Natural History (a fictional scientist 
from an invented institution to boost 
the perceived intellectual import of the 
item) and arrived in New York with 
the mermaid in tow for a one-week 
limited engagement in the city in 1842. 
Barnum contacted the newspapers and 
printed 10,000 pamphlets displaying 
three classically comely mer-maidens 
combing their hair to spread the 
message far and wide. Griffin, AKA 
Levi Lyman, a cohort of Barnum’s, 
hosted quasi-scientific lectures and 
the public flocked to get a glimpse of 
this peculiar denizen of the deep. The 
exhibition was so successful, the item 
was moved to Barnum’s new American 
Museum at the corner of Broadway 
and Ann Street that had opened in 
1841. Barnum soon began touring the 
object around America, and mermaid 
fever took hold. “There was this 
mermaid craze in the 19th century,” 
Loren says, and Barnum knew just how 
to fan the flames.

Although Barnum elevated the 
Feejee Mermaid to mythical levels 
of hype, the object on display in 
Cambridge Massachusetts isn’t the 
only one. Similar half-primate-half-
piscine objects had been part of the 
world’s material culture (a term used 
in anthropological circles that relates 
to the artifacts people left behind that 
tell a story) for some time, and many 
of these pieces came from the Far East. 
“There are tons of mermaids out there,” 
Loren says. The Science Museum 
in London, for example, has three 
specimens that museum personnel 
have carefully studied to determine 
what goes into making one of these 
hoaxes. 

It’s believed that most of the 
surviving Feejee Mermaid–style 

objects were manufactured by Japanese 
fishermen to sell to Western sailors 
who voyaged into their seas. But at the 
time they came into Westerners’ hands, 
these objects were inexplicable to most 
who saw them. That wonderment 
allowed Barnum to make the Feejee 
Mermaid into a marquee attraction and 
a pillar of his touring extravaganza.

AN AGE OF EXPLORATION
In the simplest terms, the Feejee 
Mermaid could probably be dismissed 
as just a quirky sideshow attraction 
that earned Barnum some cash. 
But the whole episode takes on a 

larger significance when you think 
of the context of the time. Barnum’s 
museum and his mermaid arrived 
at a time when the horizons of the 
known universe were expanding in 
unprecedented ways. In 1843, for 
example, the city of Shanghai opened 
to western traders for the first time. 
Ada Lovelace published the world’s 
first algorithmic calculation leading 
to the earliest computer programs. 
Naturalist Charles Darwin wouldn’t 
even publish his treatise “On the 
Origin of Species” for another 16 
years. All the while the industrial 
revolution chugged along making 

Dickensian characters a cultural 
phenomenon. The world was in flux 
and Western society’s understanding 
of the barriers between here and 
there, us and them, real and fake were 
changing rapidly.

Amid this churn and boil, science 
rose as a stable, rational way of 
classifying and cataloging the world. 
The science of natural history emerged 
from the chaos of rapid discovery and 
museums began to step forward as 
cultural institutions that could house 
and set order to a nonsensical world. 

Straddling the line between 
education and entertainment, 
museums had their origins in 
Enlightenment era Wunderkammer 
or Curiosity Cabinets—cupboards 
full of wonders that could range from 
paintings and sculptures to seashells, 
taxidermied animals, and feathers or 
tusks of exotic fauna. In Barnum’s era, 
“museums are a form of entertainment, 
and it’s a place to encounter otherness, 
whether that’s from the natural 
world or the cultural world,” Loren 
explains. And for Barnum, who was 
less concerned with curating scientific 
details than making a buck, elevating 
any artifact to the level of spectacle just 
made good business sense. A public 
willing—in fact paying sometimes 
steep fees to participate—was all 
too happy to further build up the 
mythology of the mermaid, whether 
she was wrought of flesh and bone or 
some left over monkey bits and a bit of 
dried carp.

SIREN SONG
Part of the enduring appeal of 
mermaids in general and the Feejee 
Mermaid specifically is the connection 
to the sea—that last frontier on 
earth that still holds some secrets. 
Monsters have sprung from the depths 
of dark waters for eons; every lake 
has its own monster. Aquatic depths 
have long been the outer limit of 
human understanding and with all 
that we can’t see beyond the water’s 
edge, it’s not hard to understand 
how Victorian-era people could be 
vulnerable to hoaxes like Barnum’s 
Feejee Mermaid. 

But we’re still curious, despite the 
potential downside of being duped. 
As Imogen Hermes Gowar, author 
of “The Mermaid and Mrs Hancock” 
told the Guardian in 2018, “I think 
part of the reason we are so drawn to 
mermaids is that they are females with 

agency, particularly sexual agency. 
They’re beautiful, of course, but they 
are also strong and active—they can 
swim in deep seas and have a real, 
dangerous power over men.”  Swap 
the words ‘Annette Kellerman’ or 
‘Florence Chadwick’ for ‘they’ and 
‘mermaids’ and the statement could 
still stand as an insightful description 
of the power inherent to some of the 
most pioneering female marathon 
swimmers.

In fact, the line between human 
swimmer and mermaid is sometimes 
blurry, too, if headlines such as one 
in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle blaring 
the results of a 1910 contest in New 
York won by Elaine Golding are to be 

believed. Noting that “Blonde Mermaid 
Easily Swims Home a Victor” as it did 
that day, that newspaper reporter and 
countless others frequently ascribe 
mythical attributes to women adept at 
long-distance swimming. 

Indeed, Annette Kellerman, that 
iconic Australian swimming superstar 
and women’s rights activist may have 
been cast as the mould for all future 
female swimmers and would-be 
mermaids. Often called the “original 
mermaid,” Kellerman’s wealth and fame 
only soared after she was arrested on a 
beach north of Boston, Massachusetts 
for daring to bare her thighs in public. 
She was off to enjoy a three-mile 
training swim in Boston Harbor when 
the morality police arrested her for 
indecent exposure. The story spread 
like wildfire, taking Kellerman’s fame 
with it on the wind, and before long, 
the “Original Mermaid” had become 
the “Million Dollar Mermaid,” such 
was the value of her entertainment 
empire.

But before Kellerman ever set foot 
on that Boston beach or any other, 
Barnum’s mermaid fever had set the 
stage for her to come along, some 70 
years later. That fin-focused zeitgeist 
dovetailed nicely into a resurgence of 
interest in swimming in the second 
half of the 19th century, and in some 
ways, the same cultural forces that 
allowed the Feejee Mermaid to become 
a sensation gave rise to swimming 
families like the Beckwith Frogs of 
Lambath who performed swimming 
stunts and tricks to wow live (and 
paying) audiences daily. No doubt part 
of the appeal was, what at the time 
was considered scandalously skimpy 
clothing. 

Loren says an attraction to “fantasy, 
exoticism, and eroticism,” is all tied 
up in the origins of natural history 
and museums, and perhaps in our 
fundamental love of mermaids and the 
mystery they represent. It might be that 
the same thrill of seeing enthralling 
entertainers turn somersaults in the 
water drove many an amusement-
seeker to drop a penny in the box to 
catch a glimpse of Barnum’s Feejee 
Mermaid. As distinct as they seem to 
us today, to the Victorian viewer, these 
concepts may have been so similar as 
to be nearly indistinguishable. And of 
course, these forces are still at work 
in our ongoing need to experience 
wonder in an increasingly explored and 
defined world 
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