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1. Queen Henrietta Maria with Sir Jeffrey Hudson (1633) by Anthony van Dyck is a magisterial portrait of the young queen, featuring a favored member of her household: the court dwarf Jeffrey Hudson as a child.
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2. P. T. Barnum with a young Charles S. Stratton, one of Barnum’s most popular performers, in his role as the smartly dressed General Tom Thumb, c. 1850.
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3. Charles Ray’s 1993 mixed-media sculpture Family Romance presents a mystery to the viewer: are the children giants or the parents miniatures?
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4. The Congolese “pygmy” Ota Benga was photographed with a chimp in 1906 while he was an inhabitant of the Bronx Zoo. Ota Benga’s presence in the orangutan exhibit was widely reported and visitors flocked to the zoo during the month of his incarceration. After protests by a delegation of African American Baptist ministers, he was released to the Howard Colored Orphan Asylum in Brooklyn.
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5. The Dutch anatomist Theodor Kerckring’s 1717 illustration of early fetal development shows the embryo as a complete miniature child.
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6. Richard Redgrave’s painting Gulliver Exhibited to the Brobdingnag Farmer (1836) provides a sense of scale not only through the large faces peering at the tiny gentleman, but also by way of the small items gathered on the table around him, including a coin, die, and bee.
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7. Nicolaas Hartsoeker imagined each sperm cell enclosing a minute child in his 1694 Éssai de dioptrique.
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8. Daniel Mytens’s enormous painting Charles I and Henrietta Maria Departing for the Chase (c. 1630–1632) makes an argument about the exotic other and size through its depiction of the dwarf Jeffrey Hudson, the monkey riding the dog, and the black stable-groom. Along with the flower-strewing cherub above, these exotics frame the opulently dressed king and queen.
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9. In Marchesa Elena Grimaldi Cattaneo (1623), van Dyck’s use of contrastive color—the rich red of the umbrella and the marchesa’s cuffs, as well as her pale complexion next to the African servant’s dark skin—emphasizes the marchesa’s high status. Her exaggerated height in comparison with the black attendant similarly attests to the Genoese aristocrat’s stature.
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10. In Greek mythology, as punishment for his disobedience to Zeus, the Titan Prometheus is chained to a rock while his liver is torn out by an eagle—the event pictured here by Andreas Alciato in his Emblematum liber (1531). Each night, the liver would regrow and the torment would resume by day. It was not until many years had passed that the hero Hercules killed the eagle and rescued Prometheus.
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11. The well-dressed courtier dwarf on stilts in R.B.’s emblem book Delights for the Ingenious (1684) is mocked for his pretentious attempts to elevate himself.
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12. The jeering hunchback in the Victorian edition of Jacob Cats’s Moral Emblems cannot see his own “faults,” symbolized as short stature and disfigurement.
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13. Just over seven feet in height, this imposing painting of the Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia, attributed to Frans Pourbus the Younger (c. 1598–1600), was once one of a pair (its companion being a portrait of the Infanta’s husband, Archduke Albert). The small figure nestled behind Clara Eugenia is not a child, as some had conjectured in researching the painting’s history, but a dwarf.
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14. Size, age, status, and species are contrasted in this Alonzo Sánchez Coello portrait of the Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia (1585–1588). The Infanta holds a miniature of her father, Phillip II, while her dwarf Magdalena Ruiz holds two tiny monkeys. These animals are found in the Portuguese territories of the Amazon, which at the time belonged to Philip following the union of Spain and Portugal in 1580.
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15. Through his confident gaze and skilled horsemanship, this hopeful painting Prince Baltasar Carlos in the Riding School by Diego Rodriguez de Silva y Velázquez (c. 1639–1640) posits a mastery that its young subject never attained, given his early death at almost seventeen years of age. In the painting, the figure of the dwarf, behind the rearing horse, unites with the prince through color, position, and size.
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16. Child/dwarf, dwarf/child: Velázquez’s 1632 portrait of the only son of King Philip IV of Spain and his first wife, Elizabeth of France, provides the viewer with an oscillating look between the two figures, both small and dependent, yet only one destined for the crown.
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17. Las Meninas or The Family of Philip IV (1656) is Velázquez’s masterpiece and one of the most celebrated paintings of all time. In 1692, the Italian Baroque artist Luca Giordano praised this work as the “theology of painting.”
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18. Charlie Stratton is about seven years old in this daguerreotype (c. 1845) taken with his father. By this point, he was already a seasoned performer.
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19. William Henry Johnson was born in New Jersey in 1842. Known variously as “Zip the Pinhead,” the “Man-Monkey,” “The Missing Link,” and the “What Is It?,” Johnson was a mainstay of Barnum’s freak show and performed into his 80s.
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20. By virtue of the standing mirror and fireplace mantel that frame Charles Stratton and Lavinia Warren in their wedding attire, this portrait of the celebrity couple showcases both the bride and groom’s size and the elegance of the event.
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21. William Edgar Geil (1865–1925) was an American Evangelical missionary, explorer, photographer, and travel writer. Although called “America’s Forgotten Explorer” today, Geil was well known during his lifetime for his journeys to China, Africa, Australia, and elsewhere around the globe.
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22. Ota Benga was a big draw at the “native” exhibition at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. In particular, his sharply filed teeth fascinated visitors as a physical marker of his supposed savagery.
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23. In this illustration from Hugh Lofting’s first Doctor Dolittle book, The Story of Doctor Dolittle (1920), the monkey’s small stature, especially in relation to the looming doctor, and his African dress type him as a pygmy.
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24. The illustration of the fairy- tale-reading Prince Bumpo that emphasizes his minstrel qualities was removed from the 1988 Dell Yearling reissue of The Story of Doctor Dolittle.
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25. While the giants’ nakedness contrasts with the tiny Englishman’s formal dress, their topknots and his top hat connect the figures. In François Place’s tragic tale, The Last Giants, however, the similarity in ornamentation is no match for the failure to overcome difference—here imagined in part as extreme difference in bodily size.
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26. Lewis Hine captioned this 1910 photograph of the eight-year-old Leo with the child’s response to a question about his wages: “No, I don’t help me sister or mother, just myself.”
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27. The National Child Labor Committee (NCLC) was formed in 1904 to investigate and document child labor practices. Lewis Hine was hired by the organization in 1907 and took this photograph of a young spinner in 1908.
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28. In Science Advancing Mankind, Louise Lentz Woodruff ‘s sculpture featured at the 1933–1934 Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago, the enormous robot guiding the smaller male and female figures forward suggests that the robot’s authority is assisted by the power and potential residing in great size.
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29. In its use of primary colors, characters’ dramatic facial expressions, and the prominence of a menacing giant, Graham Kaye’s cover design for Tom Swift and His Giant Robot (1954) reflects the visual aesthetic of B-movie horror film posters of the 1950s.
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30. The child Eugenia Martínez Vallejo, depicted in Juan Carreño de Miranda’s portrait (c. 1680), is nicknamed “la monstrua”—the monster—for her weight.
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31. Eugenia Martínez Vallejo’s body is further revealed in Miranda’s companion portrait (c. 1680) of the naked child as Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and agriculture.
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32. In 1850, Maxime Du Camp used the human figure to establish a sense of the scale and grandeur of the Egyptian colossus most westerners would never see but for the miracle of photography.


INTRODUCTION

People Big and People Small

This book asks questions about scale, extraordinary bodies, and matters of size as they inform what we do, how we think, and what we think about. Put simply, this book argues that size, as a crucial marker of difference often overlooked, informs human identity and culture—as do race, gender, and class. Size difference is both a fact of nature and a central organizing principle of culture (western culture in particular). We categorize people, objects, and ideas according to how big they are, or how small. We use human scale to judge normality, goodness, and beauty, as well as to assign preciousness and otherness. Thus, the book argues, adult perceptions of size and scale significantly impact our ways of thinking, feeling, and constructing the world around us. To help illustrate this point, consider the practices of seventeenth-century scientists in their quest to prove the existence and purpose of unseen yet imagined objects: beings of immense or tiny size. The invention of those complementary instruments, the telescope and the microscope, allowed the first intimate looks at very large bodies—Galileo’s moons of Jupiter illustrated in Starry Messenger (1610), for example—and parts of very small bodies—“Head of an Ant” or “Teeth of a Snail” described by Robert Hooke in Micrographia (1665). The attempt to comprehend the truly large focuses the gaze ever upward and outward toward the heavens and the desire to see the hidden, the very tiny thing, draws us down to contemplate the formerly invisible. In either scenario, our response to the exaggerated object is inflected not only by the wonder of discovery and the drive to understand what it means, but also by the anxieties that attend bodies out of scale with our own. In other words, we asked, what might giant celestial bodies tell us about the order of things or minuscule parts and particles tell us about the beginnings of life? Historically, we have both desired and feared the answers to these questions. Anxieties about big and small bodies closely align with concerns about the origins, and ultimate destination, of all bodies—whether celestial, animal, or human. In ascribing values to those bodies that challenge us—the very big and the extra small—we also seek reassurance in the ordinary, the norm. In these pages I explore the lives and contexts of those with extraordinary bodies, from the seventeenth century to the present day, through examinations of the literature, art, scientific discourses, everyday life and performance that create the meanings attached to big and small bodies, both real and imagined. These ways of thinking and acting may be called philosophical, aesthetic, epistemological, ethical. Indeed, it is necessary to inhabit all of these spheres (although not all at the same time), in order to see and comprehend how important our relationships to size and scale are to human creativity, behavior, and emotion. As humans, it is perhaps wholly natural to set the human norm as our most reliable and comfortable form of measure.

Thus, implicit in thinking about size is thinking about human bodies as the measure of being “in” or “out” of scale. For many adults, the so-called “average,” size may not affect their lives in any notable way. Others, those taller, shorter, or wider than the typical adult man or woman, may find that their size presents daily challenges. The shelf is too tall to reach the desired book, the theater rows are positioned uncomfortably close together for long legs, the chic clothing store carries few on-trend items in large enough sizes. In addition to these annoyances, for still others whose height or girth is significantly different from those perceived to be adult and “normal”—the dwarf, the giant, the obese, the child—rude stares, insensitive comments and regular physical discomforts may make it difficult not to think about size virtually all the time. Big and Small considers, in part, examples of out-of-scale persons throughout modern history. The stories we tell and pictures we paint not only offer glimpses into their lives and times, but also focus attention on our obsessions with size difference. As a class, children are chronically small and many of the details of their lives are determined by their relationship to the larger adults around them. Thus, children—as both lived and constructed beings—and childhood play a very important role in this study.

Andrew Solomon suggests in Far From the Tree: Parents, Children, and the Search for Identity, his book about parents raising children very different from themselves whether through disability, mental illness, or criminal behavior, among other attributes, that “difference unites us. . . . The exceptional is ubiquitous; to be entirely typical is the rare and lonely state.”1 While Solomon’s provocative statement that “difference unites us” may well be true, just as accurate are less inclusive and egalitarian aspects of the human condition and human nature: a fascination with difference, an inability to look away, the eager use of difference to stand for otherness, the exploitation of big and small for political purposes. I would argue that all of these motivations unite us as well.

Although it does not follow a specific theoretical paradigm or model, Big and Small engages a variety of disciplines, discourses, and methods in an attempt to understand the complex social identities, power relations, constructions, and cultural categories of the miniature and the gigantic. Confronting size and scale is an epistemological challenge as well as an aesthetic one: this book asks what can we learn about the world, about ourselves, through size difference? How is size difference valued, appreciated, or feared? How might our affective engagement with extraordinary bodies lead us to ethical insights? My discussions of big and small are primarily concerned with bodies both imaginary and real: thumblings, dwarfs, pygmies, giants, children, robots, and the obese. I am particularly curious when these figures overlap, as in the case of the obese child and the giant robot or when the figures of the miniature and the giant collide, as we often find in folklore and children’s books, as well as at court or in performance spaces. I find my big and small subjects in literature, art, and life in the distant past as well as the present moment, in both European and American contexts. Notions of big and small have been debated in scientific theory, folklore, religious doctrine, public policy, alchemy, sociology, literature high and popular, art, and politics. These discourses are both visual and textual: much of my analysis is indebted to the ways that big and small bodies have been interpreted in words and in pictures. Figures from very different times, places, and positions come together to focus our attention on the ideologies of size. Yet it is the lives of real people with extraordinary bodies that have intrigued me the most while researching this book. Getting to know and to attempt to tell their stories represents, for me, some of the most meaningful aspects of this study.

Difference, Otherness, Diversity

People are afraid of difference. Scrutinizing size difference is like paying close attention to other markers of difference such as race, gender, class, and age. When you give size difference its due, the world shifts. Some of the unbalance comes from who is doing the looking and who is being looked at, of course, but acknowledging bodily size difference as real, as an historical truth, and as an everyday occurrence can also be uncomfortable if the difference feels “weighty.” “I don’t see race,” some people say with a superior air. Setting aside the dubiousness of that claim, however, it is even more difficult to defend not noticing the extraordinary bodies of a dwarf, an NBA player or even a young child. If the relationship between those with the “majority” bodies and everyone else is primarily characterized by anxiety, then categorizing “us” and “them” quickly follows. Interest in maintaining as wide a gulf as possible between “us” and “them,” whether the divide comes from race, size, religion, gender, sexuality, nationality, or social class, has historically been very strong. Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, a biting satire on the weakness, sloth, and savagery of human nature and culture, revealed the disgusting Yahoos to be “us.” The widespread and enduring negative reactions to Swift’s book (first published anonymously to acclaim in 1726) in the eighteenth century through the Victorian period—during which time the book became established as a text for juveniles—underscore the threatening nature of either recognizing the western white man’s failures or acknowledging the humanity, dignity, and equality of “others.” William Makepeace Thackeray, for one, blasted Gulliver’s Travels in 1851 by transforming its author, a literary giant, into a folktale monster: “Mr Dean has no softness, and enters the nursery with the tread and gaiety of an ogre. . . . As for the humour and conduct of this famous fable, I suppose there is no person who reads but must admire; as for the moral, I think it horrible, shameful, unmanly, blasphemous; and giant and great as this Dean is, I say we should hoot him.”2 Thackeray transferred his disgust with the brutish Yahoos to Swift himself. Similarly, Charles Darwin, whose theory of evolution by natural selection has often been misinterpreted as collapsing categories of animals with humans, suffered ridicule from the moment his ideas became widely known. Attempting to explain the complex, abundant, and diverse animal and plant species found throughout the world, Darwin’s theories, first published in On the Origin of Species (1859)3 and later expanded in Descent of Man (1871), undergird the ever-changing map of human origin and evolution. Even today, many Americans reject “Darwinism” due to their misunderstanding of its tenets and implications. In fact, Darwinism does not argue that humans are descended from apes, nor is its acceptance irreconcilable with a belief in a creative deity.

Thus, one aspect of the desire to deny evolution is to preserve a kind of human “exceptionalism” that privileges humanity over other life forms and establishes an “us” that can be contrasted with “them.” Yet, differences also attract: in terms of size, for example, we are captivated by the tiny, and love and need the small in multiple ways. When race enters the nexus of size difference and scale, the meanings of the miniature both conform to ideological presuppositions of primitiveness, helplessness, and childlikeness, and, just as importantly, inform larger issues of big and small, adult and child. This book aims to focus attention on reactions to and representations of the anomalous body as a particular site of difference. In Gulliver’s Travels, Swift, of course, focuses closely on physical size and scale as metaphors for intelligence, corruption, power, and beauty. Our dismissal of the anomalous body, our disgust or fear of the extraordinary or anomalous body, as well as our ongoing fascination with size difference are all cultural symptoms of an unease with difference.

This cultural symptom has both a long history and a western perspective. Classical authors such as Herodotus and Pliny the Elder wrote about exotic races of giants and miniatures almost wholly different from ordinary humans. As literary critic Felicity Nussbaum points out, in the eighteenth century many believed that human abnormality stretched to include racialized others as well as those out of scale physically. Race, size, and “unnatural” hot climates, combined and blurred so that the giant as well as the African were set outside of “us” to become the exotic “other.” According to Nussbaum, “Mutant forms are, like race, given geographic specificity; often indicative of a species apart, abnormality is relegated to intemperate climates. The defective, then, are easily intermingled and made synonymous with the racialized since dwarfs, giants, and blacks together composed ‘deformed races.’ ”4

This is not to say that we are not also in awe of difference. The great theorist of size difference—both big and small—is Edmund Burke (1757) who locates extremes of size among the sublime:

Greatness of dimension is a powerful cause of the sublime. . . . However, it may not be amiss to add to these remarks upon magnitude; that, as the great extreme of dimension is sublime, so the last extreme of littleness is in some measure sublime likewise; when we attend to the infinite divisibility of matter, when we pursue animal life into these excessively small, and yet organized beings, that escape the nicest inquisition of the sense, when we push our discoveries yet downward . . . we become amazed and confounded at the wonders of minuteness; nor can we distinguish in its effect this extreme of littleness from the vast itself.5

As Burke suggests, proportion can mitigate the disconnect and distrust that otherness so often elicits. Stuart Little, E. B. White’s heroic man-mouse, though never truly child-like (his tantrums are of the more typically adolescent variety), fascinates those around him because his tiny, yet perfect, mouse-like body functions in a balanced inversion with his outsized intellectual and physical abilities. For example, when serving as a substitute teacher for a classroom of children, Stuart refutes a student’s put-down that he is “too small” to serve as “chairman of the world” saying, “ ‘Size has nothing to do with it. It’s temperament and ability that count.’ ”6 In fact, the book suggests that his proportionate small size presents no bar to Stuart’s fitness as a leader, sportsman, philosopher, or traveler.

Some miniatures—unlike other anomalous bodies—benefit from the glow of the “cute effect.” In her study of freakery, Lori Merish comments on the power of cute to quiet difference’s noise: “Cuteness aestheticizes the most primary social distinctions, regulating the (shifting) boundaries between Selves and Others, cultural ‘insiders’ and cultural ‘outsiders,’ ‘humans’ and ‘freaks.’ ”7 Certainly, small children partake of the cuteness effect; cuteness implies preciousness and encourages protection. And children are certainly “other” in many ways, both us and “not-us.” Their perfection as miniature created beings whose creation is invisible (in most cases) seems mystical and magical. We know where babies come from, of course, yet their coming seems, every time, miraculous. The mysteries of reproduction and the politicization of the figure of the child is a primary focus of my first chapter.

While Americans, in particular, have become used to the idea of “diversity” as code language indicating non-white “race” and non-male gender used, in positive ways, to bring awareness and hopefully redress to historical inaccuracies in curricula and unfair hiring practices, among other areas of potential exclusion, size is generally left out of the diversity pool. Or it may be that we have simply overlooked size as an aspect of human diversity. Andrew Solomon’s important book and the cultural phenomenon of reality television programming both work to address small size as a kind of difference—though perhaps for different purposes. Solomon pays particular attention to parents in his book and comments that “Whether they like it or not, parents of dwarf children often feel they must display their families as emblems of diversity.”8

Miniatures and Monsters

As I discuss in the chapters that follow, various scientific disciplines and quasi-scientific theories have attempted to explain big and small bodies. These include alchemy, reproductive science, evolutionary biology, psychology, and anthropology. In chapter one, “In the Beginning was Tom Thumb,” I discuss how these narratives of various kinds of discovery and adventure—illuminated by experiment, the microscope, observation or by travel—all attempt to see and know the previously unseen—the small. In chapters two and three—“The Dwarf in High and Popular Culture” and “Staging the Dwarf,” I discuss “dwarf discourse” as represented in paintings and emblem books as well as expressed through the performances of individual dwarfs from history such as Charles Stratton and Jeffrey Hudson. Chapter four, “Lilliputians in Blackface,” describes how nineteenth-century European colonists “discovered” African pygmies and their stories and images informed judgments made about small persons. I discuss how the pygmy Ota Benga was caught up in the new science of anthropology at the turn of the century. In the second part to the book I turn from the miniature to the giant.

If, as I argue in part one of this book, the racialized miniature functions as our cultural gigantic—a figure freighted with burdens of nostalgia, longing, guilt, and anxiety—so, too, has the figure of the giant been made to carry a heavy load of fantasies and desires. We imagine the multiply reproduced and reproductive miniature as copies, clones, seemingly endlessly replicable in vaguely “ethnic”-sounding multiples—clans, tribes, sets, and classes.9 The giant, by contrast, stands alone, looming in relief above the landscape, in the mind’s (closed) eye, as in a nightmare or horror movie. The threat of the giant’s brethren lurks as well—could there be more where it came from? But how? Their immensity makes them impossible to hide. The miniature swarms, emerges from the earth, the deep forest, the clouds above, and just as swiftly disappears. The powerful giant, however, is fixed, grounded, solid, and above all, visible. When he enters the social realm, the giant’s exaggerated size types him as a monster. Victor Frankenstein’s eight-foot-tall creation bemoans his fate as a pariah, a monster, when he realizes that his “speech” and his appearance put him outside of human society: “ ‘When I looked around, I saw and heard of none like me. Was I then a monster, a blot upon the earth, from which all men fled, and whom all men disowned?’ ”10 Whether a literal or metaphorical monster, the giant must be destroyed, acculturated, or pushed to the margins in order to balance the destabilizing force his presence unleashes.

By our monsters we shall be known, and by interrogating our monsters we shall perhaps come to know ourselves. “We live in a time of monsters,” Jeffrey Jerome Cohen insists in the preface to his edited collection of essays Monster Theory.11 Cohen’s examples of real and created monsters range from angry dinosaur movies such as the Jurassic Park series, to the so-called “abnormal” serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer (who ate his victims rather than simply killed them), from the demonization of lesbian, gay, and transgender citizens, to the proliferation of support groups for Americans abducted by aliens. This late-twentieth-century monster mania has extended into the twenty-first century. The monsters who abide with us today include faceless international “terrorists,” humanized creatures such as the transformed King Kong and Grendel who star in film and opera respectively, and adult predators who attempt to gain access to unsuspecting youth by posing as teens on social networking sites such as Facebook.12 We create monsters that both delight us with their remoteness (no one really expects to meet a velociraptor) and terrify us by their nearness (through their embodiment of our deepest fears and anxieties). For example, in post-9/11 America, fears of terrorist acts “at home” are very common and easily exploited by self-serving politicians who elevate the personal dangers of failing to wage “the war on terror” (risking the loss of the so-called American way of life) and downplay the physical dangers of failing to fix the health care system, halt or slow global climate change, or clean the air and waterways. No matter the extreme unlikelihood of death or injury due to terrorism (especially in comparison with disease and accidents), the international terrorist has nevertheless been granted an oversized portion of fear in the national psyche. Terrorists—monsters—have also become part of “us.” As Cohen argues, “the monster is difference made flesh, come to dwell among us. In its function as dialectical Other or third-term supplement, the monster is an incorporation of the Outside, the Beyond—of all those loci that are rhetorically placed as distant and distinct but originate Within.”13 We first give birth to our monsters, energetically reject them, and then encourage them to inhabit the margins of “normal.” For without the monster, how do we determine who belongs where?

“Monsters,” David J. Skal suggests in his foreword to the anthology Speaking of Monsters, “are slippery, ever-adaptive metaphors, but above all, they are natural teachers and teaching tools. Monsters demonstrate things, usually of the cautionary kind.”14 As this book suggests, the didactic potential of the monster, the giant, is often connected to anxieties about gender. Chapter five, “Gigantic Mechanical Boy Scouts,” argues that in the mid-twentieth-century era of scientific utopianism the giant mechanical man—the robot—informed the creation of an ideal masculinity and the notion of the perfectible body. The book’s final chapter, “The Obese Girl,” considers the clash that occurs when obesity, childhood, and femininity collide. The monstrous aspects of the giant robot and obese girl, both related to fears of “othered” bodies, lead us to multiplying anxieties over the future of the human body, anxieties with us in the present moment as we struggle with and celebrate advances in mechanical engineering, artificial intelligence (AI), computer programming, and genetic engineering. What will the body become? Will we need bodies in the future? How might genetic engineering and perhaps AI help us to respond to the frailties of the human body?

While from this complex mix of questions few definitive answers have emerged, the artistic imagination is a good place to look for new ideas about exceptional bodies. Art and science, Suzanne Anker and Dorothy Nelkin argue in their book The Molecular Gaze: Art in the Genetic Age (2004), unite in genetics: “Since the late 1980s, a stream of visual artists have entered [the cultural discourse of genetics] initially through identity politics in the form of ‘body art’ and more recently through molecular models. Their work comments on issues of identity, normality, and authenticity raised by the daunting new imaging technologies and the possibilities of germ-line transformation.”15 Identity and normality, in particular, and their relation to personhood and to the body are key concepts in this book. Size, once again, becomes important to this conversation about science and art, both in the littleness of DNA molecules, the cells of reproduction, the unseen hand of God-the-maker and in the bigness of mutation, of monstrosity and God-the-destroyer. Both genetic mutation and size manipulation have a lot in common: both can produce “monsters” and both take us back to questions of selfhood and identity, asking, “what is human?” “what is normal?” Visual art is intimately connected to notions of human scale and, as some contemporary artists have demonstrated, uniquely able to generate “monsters.” Let us take one example, cited and illustrated in Anker and Nelkin: the American artist Charles Ray’s Family Romance (1993) (see Plate 3).

Ray often plays with scale in his sculptures, enlarging human and animal figures or machines to great size. In Family Romance, a nuclear family of mother, father, son, and daughter stand naked with clasped hands, gazing blankly forward. Although there is nothing of the toy about them, the almost aggressively lifelike figures embody the creepiness of dolls. What is shocking about the approximately half-life-size mannequins, however, is that all of the family members are the same height. The children are giants or the parents are miniatures. Anker and Nelkin comment, “The viewer is confronted with the possibility that if these children are to reach adulthood, they would be giants—in effect, monsters in a side show. Have these children been engineered with growth hormones to turn them into the desired offspring? Does a dysfunctional society create a dysfunctional family?”16 I would add to these questions, why does the human body out of scale stand for “dysfunction” at all?

And as this introduction has sketched, ranging through time and place, historicizing size difference as expressed in representations, epistemologies, ideologies, and persons, raises many more questions with which to grapple. One question might ask how I selected the big and small bodies, the texts, images, and ideas under discussion. Certainly there is much left out and one is bound to be disappointed that, for example, leprechauns and their folklore or comic book superheroes such as the Incredible Hulk—or any number of other big and small bodies—are not analyzed in these pages. My perhaps not wholly satisfactory response to such disappointment is that in many cases I felt chosen by my extraordinary subjects rather than choosing them: Jeffrey Hudson, Charles S. Stratton, Ota Benga and Barbara and their fascinating, heavily documented and objectified life stories took hold of my imagination. Their contexts were each so different from the others and yet each has a particularly incisive story to tell about size. All “victimized,” perhaps, by their bodies but also triumphant in their individuality and after-lives.

As a scholar of children’s literature it felt natural to me to become a kind of anthropologist of the miniature races that populate children’s books—thumblings, Borrowers, Lilliputians, minpins, fairies, elves, brownies, Oompa-Loompas. Reading images of the dwarf figure—as well as actual dwarfs—over time and emblematically, teases out how the other is defined and circumscribed through size and circumstance. Thinking about small bodies of the everyday drew my eye to the real-life miniatures created by religious leaders and politicians: the fetus, embryo, and stem cell. The requirements of an ethical response to size difference provide another key concern of this study. It bears witness to the devastating legacy of the colonized pygmy and other racialized miniatures, as well as its resistance, in popular culture stereotypes of savagery and minstrelsy. I consider scientific utopianism as an American identity project of the mid-century in which the beneficent promise of the world of tomorrow is hailed through the giant robot and the “moral” science of progress. I question the digital revolution as one aspect of such progress. Even obesity, characterized by most health professionals as causing unequivocally negative physical effects, may be contextualized within our constructions of childhood and girlhood and the debates we wage about bodies big and small. I hope that this book will provide an opportunity for associative “play” among ideas, texts, pictures, events, experiments, and relationships I have not considered here. If so, I will have achieved one of my aims in writing about extraordinary bodies in western culture.

Ultimately, Big and Small: A Cultural History of Extraordinary Bodies is a political book in which I reveal my political positions—not in any party-specific or doctrinaire way, I hope, but as deeply felt beliefs. How could it be otherwise? The book first emerged from my long-term research in children’s literature and culture—realms in which big and small bodies abound. I came to understand that we may look to the powerful and potent symbiotic and symbolic relationships between big and small as a means to understand not only children’s literature, but also how and why we construct the world around us. These are political and politicized acts. I ask that we pay attention to them.


PART I

SMALL BODIES


INTRODUCTION

The Little Man

The first section of this book takes up various “little man” theories expressed over time in reproduction science, literature (emblems and folktales), alchemy, and popular entertainment. As I discuss in the general introduction, for Edmund Burke and for many other theorists of scale, only proportionate size anomalousness provides pleasure. Disproportionate humanity, for Burke, invokes disgust, while imagining a miniature man inspires wonder:

There is a dwarfish size of men and women, which is almost constantly so gross and massive in comparison of their height, that they present us with a very disagreeable image. But should a man be found not above two or three feet high, supposing such a person to have all the parts of his body of a delicacy suitable to such a size, and otherwise endued with the common qualities of other beautiful bodies, I am pretty well convinced that a person of such a stature might be considered as beautiful; might be the object of love; might give us very pleasing ideas on viewing him.1

I consider three such “pleasing” miniature men from different centuries and countries in detail in this book: the court dwarf Jeffrey Hudson; P. T. Barnum’s most famous performer, General Tom Thumb; and the Congolese pygmy, Ota Benga.

Consider the following images of these figures.

Jeffrey Hudson (1619–1681) is depicted with his queen, Henrietta Maria (consort of Charles I), in a magisterial portrait by van Dyck (1633) (see Plate 1).

Charles Stratton (1838–1883), known world-wide as “General Tom Thumb,” is shown with his promoter P. T. Barnum soon after, as a young child, he began performing at Barnum’s American Museum in 1842 (see Plate 2).

Ota Benga, brought from Africa to be displayed at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair as a member of the pygmy exhibit, was photographed at the Bronx Zoo in 1906 where he was essentially incarcerated with the monkeys and apes (see Plate 4).

As different as these images of “little men” may be, however, a number of elements as well as ideas about race and gender unite them: youth (Stratton is about 6 and Hudson is 14), monkeys, patronage, costume, performativity, masculinity, portraiture, otherness, freakishness, civility, savagery. And, of course, size. Hudson and Stratton, like other dwarfs across time, were from childhood compelled to perform tricks of mimicry for the satisfaction of curious onlookers in awe of their tiny bodies and supple minds. Yet the very distinctiveness of their bodies seems to provide insight into “extra-physical” concerns: questions over the origins of the self and anxieties about the ultimate fate of the body and soul after death. As significant as their tiny bodies, these real-life Tom Thumbs also served to illustrate a certain legibility that begged to be interpreted by those who watched them, listened to tales about them, or read accounts of their lives. Variously described as written forms—as emblem, epitome, index, or dictionary—Hudson, Stratton, and other human “miniatures” were reduced further into performing man’s abstract or summary in order to encourage religious humility or to create commercial value. In this way, too, the miniature’s small size and perfected body strongly link him/her to children who in childhood both resemble their ultimate form—men and women—and remind adults of a lost past. In a 1628 miniature book by John Earle that provides brief essays delineating various characters such as “A discontented Man,” “An upstart Knight,” “A Shop-Keeper,” and “A Plodding Student,” among many others, the “childe” is described as “a man in a small Letter.”2 Earle goes on to write, “His father hath writ him as his owne little story, wherein hee reads those days of his life that he cannot remember; and sighs to see what innocence hee has out-liv’d.”3

In his American context, the pygmy Ota Benga, too, was forced to occupy a position of “lostness”—that is, to embody the idea of the “missing link” connecting the animal to the “primitive” human. For the scholars of the new discipline of anthropology, Ota Benga’s extreme short stature, sharply filed teeth, native clothing, dark skin, and perceived savagery made his pairing (and housing) with the chimpanzee a “simple” matter of categorization rather than exploitation.

I offer these brief glimpses of some of the animating figures of this study by way of introducing its interests in the small body. My considerations of the miniature have been especially indebted to the work of Carolyn Steedman, Susan Stewart, and Patricia Pace, scholars who have contributed a great deal to the discussion of tininess and small bodies and their greater cultural meanings. Stewart explores the “personification” of childhood via the miniature as metaphor.4 While Stewart largely ignores children’s literature, Pace’s work focuses on the role of the miniature in children’s books; in particular, she considers Mary Norton’s Borrowers series (from The Borrowers, 1952, to The Borrowers Avenged, 1982). Pace links the small bodies of her miniature characters to the lived experience of children: “In the Borrowers series, bodies are lived in miniature and under scrutiny, as children’s lives and children’s bodies so often are.”5 Steedman’s fascinating historical “reconstruction” of the idea of the self and interiority by way of the figure of the child Mignon represents one version of the history of the importance of smallness to social and cultural development.6

Steedman needs the child Mignon and her child’s body to tell her story of small, commenting, “Sometimes [in writing her book Strange Dislocations] it seemed to me that what I was really describing was littleness itself, and the complex register of affect that has been invested in the word ‘little.’ ”7 For my purposes in historicizing the ideas and questions surrounding big and small bodies, I also require the assistance of the figure of the child, as well as children’s literature. Children’s literature offers a path into the story of big and small in unique and useful ways. Introducing her article on the Borrowers, Pace elegantly encapsulates the breadth of children’s literature’s importance:

Like myth and folklore, fiction written for children is an imaginative enactment of our personal and cultural origins, our perceived identity, our psycho-sexual orientation, and of language—teleological projects which are deeply intertwined. To write for the child is to reconstruct and re-present the child’s body, to particularize the experiencing body-self at different stages of development. To write for the child is inevitably to situate the (child’s) body in relation to some text, to cultural notions of child/adult, boy/girl, author/reader, experience and innocence.8

Pace and Steedman, among other scholars of miniature beings, focus their attention on female miniatures, such as Mignon, Thumbelina, feminized fairies and the like. The miniature is often gendered as fragile, precious, and delicately beautiful—all characteristics typed feminine. Other obvious miniatures, such as dolls, key objects in the material culture of childhood, are so closely associated with femininity and training to become mothers that they may be considered miniatures of girlhood itself. The dwarf performer Lavinia Warren was almost as famous as her husband, General Tom Thumb; her measurements, clothing, and sexuality were all topics of interest to the nineteenth-century American public. However, in this study I have chosen to focus on the especially masculine and phallic attributes of the tiny body in life as well as in literature. This attention, I believe, brings us closer to an understanding of an important yet overlooked aspect of the cultural construction of the small in history, literature, and art.

Children’s literature informs my reading of the figures of Ota Benga, Charles Stratton, and Jeffrey Hudson in multiple ways. For example, chapter two on “dwarf discourse” focuses on the figure of the dwarf in early modern to nineteenth-century emblem books, including many emblem books created for child readers. This chapter also reads in depth van Dyck and Velázquez paintings of seventeenth-century court dwarfs such as Jeffrey Hudson. Chapter three considers Charles Stratton and the dwarf body alongside contemporary young adult books that feature dwarf protagonists. An important aim in chapter four about Ota Benga is to examine the developing ethics of the big and small relationship from a postcolonial context as it is described in children’s literature.

As I referenced above, the historian Carolyn Steedman identifies the child as critical to the development of the self and the notion of interiority in the late eighteenth to early twentieth centuries, an idea that resonates today: “The idea of the child was the figure that provided the largest number of people living in the recent past of Western societies with the means for thinking about and creating a self: something grasped and understood: a shape, moving in the body . . . something inside: an interiority.”9 While westerners are likely to feel most connected to modern-era Western ideas about the symbolic uses of childhood, we may also learn from ancient and non-western societies, as well.

For example, a brief consideration of an ancient Inca ritual festival involving children provides a point of access here between notions of smallness, “interiority,” and the connections formed between them and hidden worlds. In the Inca capac hucha festival, children between the ages of six and ten, selected for their beauty, were taken from their villages, “married,” and then returned not as children but as miniature adults who had earned the right to receive the gifts and attire appropriate for the newly wedded. Once returned, they were intoxicated and buried alive in specially constructed graves. In considering this festival in his book The Art of Small Things, John Mack argues that this sacrifice represented not closure, but opening up: “The evidence is that [the children] did not, in Inca perception, lose their lives. Their fate was to set the world to rights, to institute a new cycle or order, and to move on to join the ancestors at appropriate points in the sacred landscape . . . .” He continues, commenting that the young children’s size and their physical perfection were key to the links made between sacrifice and bringing the unseen, in a metonymic way, to this world: “. . . smallness was a visualization that was as close to the efficacious world of the unseen as could be attained. The world of small was not among the least but among the most significant of created things. Through the sacrifice of children, new worlds and renewed possibilities were opened up to the deceased and the living alike.”10 This festival unites, and equates, beauty with small size, and the divine with childhood.

I am interested in some of the ways that children have been and continue to be caught up in scientific and pseudo-scientific discourse and the arguments over Darwin’s theories, evolutionary thinking, and a politics of exclusion and difference. For example, some of Darwin’s skeptics, sometimes called “young earth creationists,” have taken their disagreement to the US courts; they fight to interrupt the teaching of evolution in American public schools and to insert creationism, or its cousin, “intelligent design,” into the curriculum as a viable competing “theory” with evolution.11 The continuing debates over human evolution affect children—not only through the children’s books of an earlier time that describe racial hierarchies and access notions of heritable savagery and primitivism, but also through attempts to influence public school curricula. In the section on education, the 2016 Republican Party platform opens a statement about the place of the Bible in high schools with a stunning premise: “A good understanding of the Bible being indispensable for the development of an educated citizenry, we encourage state legislatures to offer the Bible in a literature curriculum as an elective in America’s high schools.”12

Yet, sometimes children come out “on top,” as it were, as members of races of the small. Cultural critic Marina Warner reminds us that Darwin’s mid-Victorian theory of natural selection had been informed by the folktale world in which children—the Grimm Brothers’ Hansel and Gretel, for example—represent the “fittest”: these tales “[proclaim] the resilience and the eventual emergence of the small as supreme. This frame of mind will eventually lead to Darwin’s insight into natural selection and the survival of the most adaptable—the tricksters who dominate through intelligence and bravery.”13 Certainly, fantasies of dominance and fears of “others” along with admiration for the cleverness and affection for the tiny all coalesce within the flexible and resolute figure of the miniature and find expression in scientific discourse as well as in examples of popular culture such as folklore.

Dwarf, Pygmy

In this project I am interested in probing the cultural, social, and psychological needs accounting for the prevalence of the dwarf figure in so many different artistic and pop-cultural outlets, given that the genetic, hormonal, or skeletal disorders that produce a dwarf child (who may have one of many medical conditions that result in dwarfism) remain rare.14 To make a crude and unscientific observation, the average person is much likelier to “meet” a dwarf on a screen (large or small), museum wall, or within the pages of a book, than in daily life.15

Dwarfs are othered in ways beyond their small size. Unlike differences coded by sexual preference or race, for example, the dwarf cannot choose to “pass” as anyone other than a dwarf. In addition, the dwarf is a figure who exists both in the real and in the imaginary worlds. As Solomon notes, “the relentless visibility of dwarfs is amplified by their iconic place in fairy tales as supernatural beings, a burden not shared with any other disability or special-needs group.”16 The potential impact of this “dual identity” is quite extraordinary.

Some dwarfs—and, I should say, some parents of dwarfs—choose to undertake radical action against dwarfism through limb-lengthening treatments. These require surgeries, bone-severing, debilitating pain, and extreme patience. Yet, through such treatments a dwarf can grow out of dwarfhood. In Dwarf: A Memoir (2012), Tiffanie DiDonato recounts her childhood and early adulthood as she undergoes limb lengthening. DiDonato is quite upfront about her reasons for putting herself through the torments that resulted in the extension of her arms and legs and that enabled her to grow 14 additional inches to reach the height of 4 foot 10 inches, the official (according to the Little People of America) minimum height of a non-dwarf: “I was ready to do what it took to get the life that I wanted. I was ready to fight and go to war against dwarfism.”17 For Tiffanie, her pre-surgery dwarf body/identity was a foe to be vanquished: “She was everything I hated. She was my enemy.”18

In the memoir DiDonato expresses surprise at the backlash she received as she celebrated her post-surgery triumph over dwarfism. As she puts it, “I wanted more for myself, more out of life, so I changed my body to that end. I’d never given any thought to what the ‘dwarf community’ might think about that. But here I was being judged, as if I’d gone against some sacred order of Dwarfdom.”19 As an outsider to dwarfism, my response to DiDonato’s anger must be understood within that context. Yet, it certainly seems willfully ignorant not to understand the view that “curing” dwarfism through growing devalues its essential nature or to find it insulting to consider the small body hateful and an enemy. This perspective could easily offend those who embrace their natural bodies and do not find them to be abnormal. But to ignore the extra challenges presented by dwarfism—those to which Solomon refers as well as others—is equally short-sighted, it seems to me (I am not intending to make an awkward pun here!).

Historically, the dwarf body has been encumbered and marked by its categorization as not quite human. In his study of the uses of power in the realms of culture and aesthetics, Yi-Fu Tuan provides a short history of the ancient and enduring treatment of dwarfs as pets and fools, arguing that “Human pets are people whom their self-designated superiors regard as powerless, not fully human, and in some ways entertainingly peculiar.”20 This connection between the dwarf and comedy has long-standing roots in human culture. Solomon quotes Woody Allen, who once joked that “dwarf” is among the four funniest words in English and concludes, “To be in your very essence perceived as comical is a significant burden.”21 This burden lies at the heart of Oscar Wilde’s tragic dwarf character in his children’s story, “The Birthday of the Infanta” (1891). The dwarf, brought from the forest to entertain the Infanta and her birthday party guests, responds with adoration to the young princess’s delighted laughter at his antic dancing. His feelings of love and purpose are short-lived, however, as once he is confronted by his “monstrous” image reflected in a mirror, the dwarf realizes that the Infanta does not admire him but mocks him; he falls into despair and dies at her feet, much to her disgust.22 The tragicomic nature of Wilde’s dwarf and many dwarf characters from literature, folklore, and visual art highlights, in Susan Stewart’s phrase, “the essential theatricality” of all miniatures.23

A central concern in this project is to address the discourses of racial difference that mesh with ideologies of size difference and come to rest in particular on the figure of the African miniature, the “pygmy”—as well as on other “native” and racialized miniatures. By “racialized” I mean that color, primitiveness, and savagery are emphasized and critical to the construction of the miniature. A word about vocabulary: although “pygmy” is “entirely a Western construct,”24 as Kairn A. Klieman reminds us in her book about the Bantu and Batwa in west central Africa, as well as being inexact, unscientific, and anachronistic as a label, the term continues to be resonant. Because the word “pygmy” remains part of English vernacular and was in widespread use from Classical times through the twenty-first century, it would be difficult to trace the history of the role of the miniature as racialized other within western culture without using this term. Exploring the idea of the pygmy as we find it expressed in various sites including children’s literature, travelogues, performance arenas such as world’s fairs, dime museums, and zoos interests me the most. Klieman argues that the idea of the pygmy has obsessed and fascinated the western world: “the power of the idea [of the pygmy] lay in its role as a common-place referent to the non-Western or nonhuman other, one that was readily and freely evoked by both the masses and intellectuals alike.”25 The “idea of the pygmy” is related to the “invented [American] Indian”—that is, selective narratives of “Indianness” constructed by anthropologists, advertising campaigns, dramatized performances, and popular literature, among other communication venues. The American Indian, too, has been targeted as an object of miniaturization in children’s literature, film, and other media.26

It’s difficult to separate the history of the colonialist and racist idea of the pygmy as miniature “other,” from the creation of early twentieth-century children’s literature, given the prevalence of the figure in kids’ books. Children’s literature provides a particularly sensitive instrument both for reflecting core cultural values as well as for radically challenging them. Hence, even in late twentieth-century children’s books, the figure of the pygmy—or its metonymic counterpart, the Lilliputian, Native American, or Celt, to name a few incarnations from recent children’s books—remains visible in revisions of older texts and in awkward textual apologias. However, the idea of pygmy may also be challenged, as radical new visions of the racialized other emerge in conversation with the complicated nexus of racial and size difference. The pygmies, and other racialized miniatures, provide irresistible moving targets for competing fantasies of lack and excess, childlikeness and gravitas, need and independence. As I have suggested before, how we conceive of and treat “our” miniatures uncovers and reveals “us” as we attempt to discover “them.”

But not so fast. A twenty-first-century example of a collision between discovery, miniatures, race, and fantasy complicates this us/them divide: in late 2004, a scientific find enormously significant to the history of human evolution and development was announced to the world. As reported in the journal Nature, a team of Australian and Indonesian paleo-anthropologists unearthed the sub-fossilized remains of a human dwarf species on the remote Indonesian island of Flores.27 A near-complete skeleton of a three-foot-tall adult female who had died approximately 18,000 years ago was found among the remains of six to seven other individuals whose bones range in age from 95,000 to 12,000 years old. The implications of this discovery for understanding the evolution of Homo sapiens are profound since scientists had previously theorized that Homo erectus had “crowded out” pre-human (that is, upright walking) species 160,000 years ago. It now appears that Flores hominins may be their descendants. Thus, the discovery of a relatively recent human dwarf species—nicknamed “Hobbits”—casts doubt upon the accepted chronology of the development of modern humankind, as well as providing information on the evolution of dwarfism in human “cousins.”28 Once again, as this introduction suggests, we often think of the miniature as “other,” distinct, remote, and fantastic—as the Hobbit moniker attests—so it may be surprising to learn, as this find appears to demonstrate, that the miniature is, in fact, “us.”

In the Beginning Was Tom Thumb

In chapter one, I explore the intricacies of the Tom Thumb figure as expressed over time and in a multiplicity of venues. This analysis helps me to illustrate one aspect of my project’s larger argument about size and scale: the miniature functions as a linchpin figure, standing as a figuration of “the child” at the boundary of self and other, youth and age, freighted with symbolic meanings and yet lightened by perceptions of vulnerability and fragility. Certainly, the infamous little man, Tom Thumb, plays an important role in the history of the miniature in western culture, forming, in Susan Hancock’s phrase about the miniature’s symbolic resonance, “the heart of a culture’s collective engagement with ‘otherness.’ ”29

Both the Tom Thumb tale and the Tom Thumb trope begin with the twin ideas of conception—first the wish for a child that is imagined to be excessively small (the greater the desire, the smaller the child may be who satisfies that desire) and then his actual birth. The thumbling’s mysterious birth and tiny size focus attention upon the most secret, inner workings of the body and the domestic arrangements of the family to which he is made to belong. As Stewart comments, referring to Charlotte Yonge’s description of the infant Tom in her The History of the Life and Death of the Good Knight Sir Thomas Thumb (1855), “The miniature has the capacity to make its context remarkable; its fantastic qualities are related to what lies outside it in such a way as to transform the total context.”30 Thus, given his minuteness, Tom’s clothing, bedding, and physical needs reveal the marvelous in the quotidian. It might appear that the intense scrutiny and attention that the miniature requires would also encourage an ever-contracting view pinpointing the miniature’s simulacral world and erasing the world of “normal” scale. Yet, the reader’s experience of the miniature, I believe, is the opposite: the character literally moves beyond domestic confines to succeed in a wider sphere. Tom’s very eruption into the folkworld not only creates a correspondence with the familiar, as Stewart argues, but also explodes notions of interiority as enclosed or contained by allowing the reader to “see” the miniature in a new way—as an extant expression or metaphor of “before” in action—before birth, before subjectivity, before sight. In this way we might argue that the miniature brings us closer to worlds unseen except in the imagination.


Chapter 1

IN THE BEGINNING WAS TOM THUMB

. . . indeed what reason may not goe to Schoole to the wisedome of Bees, Aunts, and Spiders? what wise hand teacheth them to doe what reason cannot teach us? Ruder heads stand amazed at those prodigious pieces of nature, Whales, Elephants, Dromidaries, and Camels; these I confesse, are the Colossus and Majestick pieces of her hand; but in these narrow Engines there is more curious Mathematicks, and the civilitie of these little Citizens, more neatly set forth the wisedome of their Maker . . .

—Thomas Browne, Religio Medici (1643)

—in an insect or a flower,

Such microscopic proofs of skill and power,

As hid from ages past, God now displays,

To combat atheists within modern days.

—William Cowper, Tirocinium: or, a Review of Schools 
(1784)

Who is Tom Thumb? Why, everyone knows that he’s no bigger than a man’s thumb!

This obvious, if tautological, response to naming Tom Thumb’s identity fixates, quite naturally, on his size, yet only partially answers the question about his meaning. And the question is not as silly as it might first appear, given that the figure of Tom Thumb has presented varying qualities to audiences over time and in many different contexts. Once upon a time, this miniature boy became a valiant knight errant in King Arthur’s court. Another boy, of similar stature but lustful and over-confident, attempted to ravish the queen. Yet a third thumbling found success as an instructor, teaching children their letters and moral lessons in words of few syllables. Thaumlin, or Little Thumb of the Northmen hails from Scandinavia; Svend Tomling is Danish and the “Daumerling” represents the Germanic thumbling character. Thumblings also appear in the Eastern folk literatures of India and Japan. “Tom Thumb” himself is resolutely English.

Although in the sixteenth century thumbling tales were well known in English folk legend and in traditional European stories originating from oral narratives, it wasn’t until the seventeenth century that the tale was made popular in chapbook form, elevating the small hero to “the undisputed champion of an Englishman’s childhood.”1 Indeed, Tom Thumb stories featuring an adventuresome, antic minute character are among the earliest and best-known tales printed in English. Considered to be the first printed Tom Thumb story, Richard Johnson’s 1621 40-page pamphlet, The History of Tom Thumbe, the Little, for his small stature surnamed King Arthurs Dwarfe: Whose Life and adventures containe many strange and wonderfull accidents, published for the delight of merry Time-spenders, laid the groundwork for subsequent tales in English.2

Numerous named and anonymous authors contributed their versions of the tale to the growing list of variants, and Tom Thumb’s notoriety grew. Beyond hack writers and those trading on the Tom Thumb myth, popular and respected authors such as Henry Fielding in the eighteenth century, and Dinah Mulock Craik and Charlotte Yonge in the nineteenth, also fell under the thumbling spell and adapted the Tom Thumb tale for adult and child audiences. The multivalent Tom Thumb offers a fascinating glimpse into the history of English folklore as well as a look at how a global icon may be transmitted and adapted to changing cultural values. The flexible tale stretches to include many variations on the theme of the life and death of a child born the size of a man’s thumb.

However, the Tom Thumb figure cannot be confined to stories alone. Both enigmatic and energetic, the Tom Thumb figure is simply too marvelous and capacious a character, a type and a trope, to remain between the borders erected by narrative. Like other characters such as Cinderella, Robin Hood, or even Romeo and Juliet who have successfully breached the boundaries of comedy, adventure, or tragedy to appear in popular and consumer culture, the Tom Thumb figure may be found in other media such as films about shrinking bodies and reality television programming (in the fascination with dwarf families) or in greeting cards and tea towels that feature vaguely Victorian fairies. Unlike these characters from folklore, legend, and Shakespeare’s works, however, Tom Thumb’s impact may be felt in the sober realms of science and religion, as well as in popular culture, as I discuss below.

How and why does Tom Thumb dance delicately on the divide between faith and science? The epigraphs to this chapter by the seventeenth-century philosopher and doctor Sir Thomas Browne and the eighteenth-century poet and hymnodist William Cowper offer one clue. Both were deeply religious men whose relationship with God consumed their thoughts and writing and both spent some time thinking about how tiny things ought to lead one to acknowledge the greatness of God. In Browne and Cowper, anxieties about the apparent unimportance of those tiny beings beneath our feet or in the air, or the surprising discoveries of the microscope are expressed either through conspicuous absence or through the attention paid to the evidence of God’s intention and power that the extremely small make visible: that is, Browne’s “wisedome of [the insects’] Maker” and Cowper’s defiance of the atheist’s denial of God. The yoking of scientific discovery aided by new technologies with crises or celebrations of religious belief may be found in literatures of both childhood and science as well as in cultural events of the modern west, more generally.3 In this chapter I will explore how the Tom Thumb character, or “little man,” figures within constructions of identity and origins and how he highlights anxieties over the relationship between divine intention and scientific inquiry as it emerged from the early modern period through the twenty-first century.

Indeed, the concern with size and scale has not diminished over time or with the advent of new science. In the face of “old faith,” anxieties about our relationship to the super-small remain. I have gestured toward one example of what I mean when I say that constructions of the miniature profoundly affect how we think and what we do: the political maneuvering that spotlights specific children—such as those born as a result of embryo implantation—and pits them against proponents of human embryonic stem cell (hESC) research derives, in part, from the greater cultural and literary context of the struggles and subversions of the relationship between big and small in which Tom Thumb plays a part. This particular struggle has a long history: for example, Theodor Kerckring’s 1717 illustration of early fetal development clearly shows the embryo as a complete but miniature child (see Plate 5).4

A strong connection may be made between Tom Thumb, early theories of reproduction, and embryo adoption made possible today by assisted reproductive technologies. Thinking about the ethics and intentions of embryo adoption or hESC research leads to questions about how we are made, how identity is formed, what makes us human and where God belongs in these existential matters.5 These are the same questions that attach so easily to Tom Thumb. What can “Tom Thumb” tell us about the origins of life or the meanings of death? A lot.

The Tom Thumb Trope

Broadly speaking, a “trope” is an umbrella term covering metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and other figures of thought. It is a condensed form that plays with literal sense in an effort to expand and enhance how language can reflect experience. Typically, a trope stands for an idea that is both common and complex, although a trope is quite a bit more interesting than this formulation seems to suggest. For example, a kitchen table is not a trope—it is a thing—but the trope of “the kitchen table” represents much more than the thing itself: it calls to mind the nexus of family and ordinary domestic discourse combined with homely virtues such as hospitality and loyalty. In the political sphere, the question may be asked how a proposed policy might fare “around the kitchen table.” The Tom Thumb trope, by contrast, arises from imagining the meanings of the small, from universal ideas and desires rather than from the behaviors associated with a physical object. These particular ideas and desires coalesce around “conception”—both in the sense of a construction that reflects a certain notion (here, in particular, the powerful drive to attempt to understand and to control our origins) as well as in the literal meaning of fertilization. Both aspects of conception refer to the beginnings of things known but unseen. At its most essential, the Tom Thumb trope invokes the potency of the small.

More specifically, I have identified three traditions within the Tom Thumb trope that relate in different ways to “conception”: these are reduction, reproduction, and redaction. The first, reduction, focuses on the figure as a distillation of mankind; in textual form, Tom Thumb represents “multum in parvo,” or “much in little,” a recurring concept that helps to explain the powerful nature of the miniature. I discuss multum in parvo in detail in the following chapter about the figure of the dwarf and “dwarf discourse.” In the current chapter I am especially concerned with reproduction.6 In this aspect of the trope, the Tom Thumb figure functions as phallus or fetus, small yet powerfully symbolic objects with clear links to conception. The reproductive tradition within the Tom Thumb trope is typically located in medieval and early modern alchemical recipes for creating the “homunculus,” or in scientific treatises about discoveries in, and theories of, sexual reproduction. The phallic nature of Tom Thumb is also explored in folklore. The reproductive Tom Thumb plays a role, too, in later European literature such as bawdy tales or burlesque drama featuring the tiny man. The redactive tradition within the trope repudiates the reproductive or sexual Tom Thumb by reconceiving his nature, through recasting him as an ideal Christian gentleman. The redactive impulse provides an alternative version of the tale considered to be especially suitable for young readers and is thus found most readily in children’s literature. These three traditions have operated sequentially or sometimes simultaneously from the medieval period forward. Finally, in addition to the historical, literary, and scientific iterations of the trope that I have sketched above, the Tom Thumb trope has been and continues to be exploited through the political hijacking of the discourse surrounding controversial practices such as hESC research and embryo adoption.

Why has Tom Thumb been such a figure of fascination? To return to reproduction: in most Tom Thumb tales, the thumbling’s birth is a matter of magic and parthenogenesis. Tom Thumb is born, variously, as a result of a professed wish, an eclipse of the sun, fairy intervention, or Merlin’s intercession. His enigmatic birth and his tiny size mark him as a potentially dangerous other, yet Tom Thumb’s mysteries seem only to increase his attractiveness and secure his place within the cultural imaginary. Given that the figure offers a delightfully protean sensibility easily exploited for a variety of symbolic purposes, there are many ways to interpret Tom Thumb’s ontological meaning. His synecdochal qualities, for example, reflect his generative nature in two ways: his very name as well as his size suggests the opposable thumb—a physical attribute of the primate—as representative of the entire man (and perhaps “mankind” as well). And in an inverse synecdoche in which the whole stands for a part, Tom Thumb’s miniature body also gestures toward what is ordinarily hidden by clothing or by flesh: phallus, or embryo, or even sperm. In the 1621 version of the Tom Thumb tale mentioned above, Tom’s phallic and fetal nature is made clear in Merlin’s prophecies of the bonelessness and premature birth, respectively, of the child who is destined to fulfill the desires of the Plowman and his wife: “Ere thrice the Moone her brightnes change,/A Shapeless child by wonder strange,/Shall come abortiue from thy wombe,/No bigger then thy Husbands Thumbe.”7

Although this interpretation may seem utterly singular, or even perverse, phallic and embryonic thumblings and their brethren are easily spotted outside of folklore if you know where to look; discourses of discovery present one such promising location. From the primordial soup of alchemy, early embryology, and the scientific and literary discourses of the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries, a variety of mysterious Tom Thumb figures, including the homunculus, fetus, and spermatozoa, emerged. Each of these contributes to the reproductive strain of the Tom Thumb trope. Specifically, these “little men” are all characterized by a “genetics” of size. The tiny, chimerical Tom Thumb—in genetics, a chimera is an organism combining two or more genetically distinct tissues—yokes seemingly antithetical elements together (such as comedy and tragedy) in his multiple roles as trickster, performer, warrior, lover, and in his metonymic representation as both phallus and fetus.8 The thumbling character encourages us to consider the human life cycle, from generation through gestation to birth, youth, and manhood.

As Perrault’s le petit Poucet, Tom functions as the trickster hero of the entertaining tale, saving his brothers’ necks, and triumphing over his adversary, the gigantic ogre. As the tale begins, tiny Tom is an unlikely savior—the youngest, smallest, and “stupidest” of the woodcutter’s seven children. We are told that seven-year-old Tom is nearly mute; he is also the shrewdest of the brothers. After outwitting the ogre’s attempts to slit their throats in the night, Tom steals his precious seven-league boots (a symbol of masculine authority) and usurps the giant’s place in his own household, controlling his wife and tricking her out of all their riches. But if tiny Tom is a hero in the high stakes game of economic survival, his success story is also a tale of patriarchal mastery and his dominance over the ogre represents, in part, a triumph within masculine competition for power and status. Indeed, Perrault’s Tom masters, in Patricia Pace’s formulation, both language and sexual identity: controlling his destiny and rescuing his brothers, the once-mute Tom is then able to speak.9 And while female Tom Thumb figures from literary fairy tales and children’s literature easily come to mind—Andersen’s Thumbelina and Norton’s Arrietty Clock, for example—the ancient figure of Tom Thumb, in his many incarnations as trickster, knight errant, hero, bawdy rogue, and messenger, is both male and sexually mature. By masterminding the deaths of the ogre’s progeny, duping his wife, stealing his wealth and placing the symbol of his dominance (the seven-league boots) upon his own feet, Tom effectively cuckolds the ogre.

By purloining both the ogre’s sexual and economic power, the tiny, phallic Tom replaces the clumsy, hoarding, gluttonous ogre with a hero of modern style: sharp-witted, loyal to the crown, and politically savvy. Typically, in the second part of the tale, Tom is welcomed at court and given a job: “For not only did the king pay him handsomely to carry orders to the army, but many ladies at the court gave him anything he asked to get them news of their lover . . . .”10 The tale suggests that Tom is paid for his messenger work, perhaps with sexual favors, and certainly with sexual knowledge. At this point in this example of a well-known Tom Thumb tale, Tom has traveled far beyond the boundaries of the woodcutter’s cottage and forest to succeed through “marvelous acts of manhood” in a civilized world replete with codes of conduct, rituals, and nationalist concerns.11

Certainly the Tom Thumb character’s tiny size, coupled with his physical perfection as a specimen of masculinity, stands as his most wondrous quality. Indeed, all three traditions within the Tom Thumb trope—reduction, reproduction, and redaction—draw our attention particularly to the male body through the concentration of masculinity found there. In publicly performing masculinity, virility, and fertility on a small scale, the miniature often unwittingly invites laughter and wonder. Proud thumblings reject such treatment and resist being contained by either ridicule or awe. Gulliver, for example, frustrated by the limitations his size imposes upon him while living in a land of giants forced to play entertainer, concludes, “ ‘How vain an attempt it is for a man to endeavour doing himself honour among those who are out of all degree of equality or comparison with him.’ ”12

The “incomparable” nature of the miniature man leads to philosophizing on what the very small reveal about their actual complement, the ordinary man. Demonstrating Stewart’s point that “the miniature appears as a metaphor for all books and all bodies,”13 a pamphlet from 1844 describes the dwarf Charles S. Stratton (“General Tom Thumb”) as “. . . one of nature’s indices, in which the principal features of the race may be looked at with one glance, without turning over interminable folios to see ‘what man is made of.’ ” The pamphlet continues, “[General Tom Thumb] is a sort of mental and physical concentration—a chemical synthesis, in which manhood has been boiled down . . . the cube-root of a creation.”14 Similarly, in a long article about her courtship and marriage, Lavinia Warren, Stratton’s 32-inch-tall “symmetrical wife,” is described as a “dictionary of beauty and sweetness.”15 We return, by way of these excessive texts of praise, to the genetics of size. The real-life examples of miniatures performing the book of life serve as reminders of God’s dominance over humans—a hierarchy that alchemy, embryology, and the discovery of sperm, can appear to threaten.16 A useful literary example of this tension, not surprisingly, comes from Gulliver’s Travels: in determining Gulliver’s origins, the Brobdingnagians do not invoke God, but Nature. Gulliver is a “Tom Thumb,” a little man of mystery.

The Homunculus and his Discontents

Accidentally left ashore on the island of Brobdingnag, Gulliver swiftly realizes that once again he has stumbled upon a proportionate world vastly out of scale with his body (see Plate 6).

To his dismay, Gulliver finds himself to be a “Lilliputian” in a land of giants and monsters: he is amazed to see corn rising 40 feet in the air, men as tall as spire-steeples, and cats three times larger than oxen.17 Soon after his capture, the King of Brobdingnag gathers a group of philosophers and scientists to examine the tiny being and determine his origin, species, and characteristics. Before settling upon lusus naturae, or “sport of nature,” the puzzled sages hypothesize a number of different identities for Gulliver.18 A discarded theory proves most fruitful for my discussion of the reproductive tradition of the Tom Thumb trope: one Brobdingnagian gentleman suggests that Gulliver is a living “embryo or abortive birth” somehow expelled from the womb.19

Like Tom Thumb, for the Brobdingnagians, Gulliver’s birth is both mysterious and uncanny; he is familiar and unique.20 Yet, since “uniqueness” fails to provide a satisfying theory within the scientific method of hypothesis and experiment, a rational reason to explain Gulliver’s existence was required. The theory of the living embryo or fetus could explain his tiny size and even his perfect form.21 In this way, Gulliver’s body size supplied one answer to questions about origins, interiority, and pre-birth at issue for anyone interested in the “truth” afforded by scientific inquiry.

Although the learned Brobdingnagians ultimately reject the embryonic explanation for Gulliver’s existence, the idea was not so far-fetched or alien in the early eighteenth-century society in which Swift conceived and wrote Gulliver’s Travels (1726). From antiquity onward, both naturalists and theologians on the one hand, and occultists, on the other, persistently searched for clues that would unlock the enigma of human origins, life before birth (which, it was hoped, would reveal the secrets of generation and perhaps lead to the creation of new life), and the nature of humanity. The “homunculus”—or “little man”—was one theory used to explain such reproductive mysteries. Both the medieval alchemists interested in generating life and later scientists dedicated to understanding reproduction, found the concept of the homunculus to be a fertile source of inspiration for their related projects.22 The anxieties attendant upon the hidden or obscure—what is unknown about creation, identity, and the participation of God in both—as well as the fears of and fascination with “deformity” and difference, are perfectly expressed in the iconic figure of the living thumbling—the homunculus.

Medieval and early modern alchemists, most famously Paracelsus (1493–1541), devised “recipes” for the creation of “homunculi,” little men no taller than 12 inches in height that required neither God nor woman as participants in their birth. Paracelsus first outlined the multiple steps necessary to create a homunculus in his De Natura Rerum—The Nature of Things (1572):23

Let the semen of a man putrefy by itself in a sealed cucurbite with the highest putrefaction of the horse stomach24 for forty days, or until it begins at last to live, move, and be agitated, which can easily be seen. At this time it will be in some degree like a human being, but, nevertheless, transparent and without a body. If now, after this, it be every day nourished and fed cautiously with the arcanum of human blood, and kept for forty weeks in the perpetual and equal heat of the venter equinus, it becomes thencefold a true living infant, having all the members of a child that is born from a woman, but much smaller. This we call a homunculus; and it should be afterwards educated with the greatest care and zeal, until it grows up and starts to display intelligence.25

Although Paracelsus’s plan for creating homunculi was debated and widely disparaged as heretical—both during his lifetime and well afterward26—later scholars took up the homunculus quest and produced their own recipes for the creation of little men. To cite just one example, in 1638 Laurens de Castelan, some fifty years after The Nature of Things, published his thoughts on another form of the homunculus, the mandrake, a plant with roots in the shape of a man.27 Popular belief held that the mandrake—which grows in soil fertilized by hanged men’s semen spilled on the ground in their last convulsions or, in other versions, it’s the urine from innocent men hanged for theft that produces a generative mixture—would become a miniature human once pulled from the ground by a black dog, cleaned and given milk and honey and sometimes blood to eat and drink. Once animated, the homunculus’s job was to protect its owner.28

Paracelsus’s rather astonishing recipe for the generation of the homunculus concludes with an assertion of the kinship between homunculi and supernatural creatures of an exaggerated scale—giants and dwarfs—well-known from folklore: “. . . although up to this time [knowledge of the creation of homunculi] has not been known to men, it was, nevertheless, known to the wood-spirits and nymphs and giants long ago, because they themselves were sprung from this source; since from such homunculi when they come to manhood are produced giants, pygmies, and other marvelous people, who get great victories over their enemies, and know all secrets and hidden matters.”29 Thus, we see that the link between the folklore world and the fantasies and desires of the “real world” touch and mingle in the figure of Tom Thumb, Homunculus.30 Indeed, Paracelsus’s description of the special abilities of the homunculus—as warrior and spy—seem, as I have noted, to inform in particular the specifics of the Tom Thumb trope as manifest in stories based on folklore (such as Perrault’s “le petit Poucet”), and in children’s tales.

The embryo, another kind of homunculus, remained a mostly mysterious being in the early modern period through the eighteenth century.31 The Brobdingnagian’s theory of Gulliver-as-embryo reminded eighteenth-century readers of the wonders of science that persistently inquired into the interior nature of things and made it a practice to reveal and uncover, sometimes for the first time, the hidden. What is hidden, of course, is often very, very small and also taboo. Gulliver was briefly considered to be a performing embryo or fetus, thus recovering and reconstituting or reorienting the reader to reconsider the secret and hidden as both natural and illustrative. The uses to which these hidden beings were put, however, were increasingly mutable. Some years after Swift, in yet another eighteenth-century satire, Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (1759–1767) the inside becomes visible, and the taboo a matter of comedy, through the activities of a little man: Tristram Shandy’s unfortunate homunculus.

Sterne’s experimental novel emphasizes the hidden and the original—aspects of the Tom Thumb trope as I have been describing it—by taking the autobiographer’s burden of narrating the beginning of life to an absurd, if technically accurate, point of origin: conception, the “key” to the trope. The novel opens with Shandy’s parents and their clumsy lovemaking which, at the critical moment, causes “the animal spirits” to be “scattered” and “dispersed.”32 As Shandy relates in the second chapter, this ill-advised start to his pre-born life was an affront to the rights and status of the recently discovered and scientifically significant homunculus:

The HOMUNCULUS, Sir, in how-ever low and ludicrous a light he may appear, in this age of levity, to the eye of folly or prejudice;—to the eye of reason in scientifick research, he stands confess’d—a BEING guarded and circumscribed with rights:—The minutest philosophers . . . shew us incontestably, That the HOMUNCULUS is created by the same hand,—engender’d in the same course of nature,—endowed with the same loco-motive powers and faculties with us . . . . He may be benefited, he may be injured,—he may obtain redress;—in a word, he has all the claims and rights of humanity . . . .33

Indeed, Shandy’s homunculus is a puny fellow—“his muscular strength and virility worn down to a thread”34—whose weaknesses, Shandy opines, were transferred to him.35 Sterne’s satiric theory of the rights of sperm, and his reliance on the trials of reproduction to communicate clues about identity, will turn out to have a long literary and cultural half-life.

The alchemical and spermatic homunculus traced in Sterne belongs to the comic tradition within the reproductive strain of the Tom Thumb trope. In this tradition, the miniature’s lusty and phallic nature is exploited and the appetites of the body emphasized. Tom’s tiny size makes him an analogue for the phallus and for the appetitive body in a variety of ways. In folktale variants he is often consumed as food and thus satisfies the hunger of others. In these acts of ingestion he also penetrates other bodies (such as the cow, the miller, the salmon, the giant, etc.). The bawdy and scatological strain of the Tom Thumb trope’s sexual and reproductive aspect plays an integral role in many of the chapbook versions of the tale, such as Tom Thumbe, His Life and Death (1630), in which Tom is eaten by a cow, travels the alimentary canal and is shat upon the ground. Or, The Life and Death of Tom Thumb (1810) in which Tom, who desires to see foreign parts, travels to the Country of Eagles and lives in the pocket of the cruel giant Grumbo, eating the bread the giant stored there and using one corner of the pocket for a toilet. Tom’s lusty nature gets him into trouble in The Famous History of Tom Thumb (1750). He chooses the queen as the object of his desires and plots to ravish her while she sleeps. Because he is so small, lying down with the sleeping queen in her bower, he feels sure of successful penetration: “But now approaching to the place,/Of his desired haven,/Not fearing the least disgrace,/By eagerness was driven.” When the queen awakens and loudly protests against his behavior, Tom merely rises and laughingly makes a “jest.”36

Along with ancient oral and chapbook Tom Thumb variants, Henry Fielding’s Tom Thumb was a likely inspiration for Sterne’s homunculus some thirty years later and for subsequent versions of the story featuring bawdy jokes for which the tiny masculine body provides the vehicle. Fielding’s popular farce burlesque about the eponymous thumbling was first produced in 1730 as Tom Thumb, and revised and expanded into The Tragedy of Tragedies; or the Life and Death of Tom Thumb the Great the following year.37 In the short play—an afterpiece—Fielding used the disparity of Tom’s small size in comparison with the greatness of his deeds (and the “tragedy” of the multiple murders at the end of the play), to parody heroic drama, and satirize contemporary politics.38

Tom Thumb’s masculinity and virility are emphasized and ridiculed throughout the drama—a woman took the role during the first run of the play39—as Tom is a figure both desired and desiring: the giant-killing warrior rides triumphantly into the court of King Arthur, beloved by the frivolous Princess Huncamunca as well as by her mother, the jealous and scheming queen (in Tragedy of Tragedies, the giant Glumdalca is also in love with Tom). The farce is filled with sly, bawdy jokes about sexual intercourse, adultery, and the wedding night.40 It is not only Tom Thumb’s tiny size that type him as a homunculus, but also his unusual bodily composition—rumor has it that he is formed from a “Lump of Gristle.41 This bonelessness and the courtship plot of the drama mark him as both spermatic and phallic, an absurd “hero” whose fertility, the parson prophesies, should be prodigious: “Long may they live, and love, and propagate,/Till the whole Land be peopled with Tom Thumbs.”42

Another comic version of the phallic Tom Thumb may be found in an unlikely place: a children’s picture book. William Steig’s The Toy Brother (1996)43 a late twentieth-century version of the homunculus tale, offers a different view of the genetics of size and accesses the Tom Thumb trope to delight the child reader, winking and nodding to the alchemical and then comedic history of the homunculus that I have been sketching. Apprenticed to his father, Magnus Bede, a famous alchemist—perhaps a playful reference to Albertus Magnus, the medieval Dominican cleric famous for advocating the coexistence of science and religion—young Yorick (the name, of course, of Sterne’s parson in Tristram Shandy) looks down upon his little brother, Charles, and scorns his childish games and pastimes.44 In spinning a tale of family rivalry, Steig’s picture book version of the homunculus making his way in the world uses exaggeration, rather than bawdy or crude jokes, for comic effect. His father reminds Yorick that he’s “still no alchemist”45 and warns him to stay out of the lab, but Yorick, who has alchemical delusions of grandeur, immediately gets himself into trouble by shrinking to the size of a mole. Confronted with this unlucky accident, the family pulls together to protect and minister to the needs of the miniature child. Eventually the alchemist is able to “transmogrify” his son back to his full height.46

Wit and dark humor seem to follow the homunculus wherever he goes. Simon Mawer’s novel for adults, Mendel’s Dwarf (1999), combines many spermatic moments with the tragedy of small size—his protagonist, the geneticist Benedict Lambert, is a bitter dwarf, an Everyman who seeks to unlock the genetic mystery of creation and identity. As an adolescent, Lambert examined his own sperm under a microscope and contemplated his conception, seventeen years earlier: He muses, in a flashback, “ ‘Was my future research determined then [as I scrutinized the sperm], just as my future life had been determined seventeen years before, when a sperm such as one of these nosed its way up my mother’s fallopian tube and encountered a wandering, wondering ovum with its delicate cumulus of follicular cells?’ ”47 For Lambert, the genetics of size is a curse he has suffered. For Olympia McGurk, the hunchback albino dwarf narrator of Katherine Dunn’s novel Geek Love (1989), by contrast, physical difference is celebrated and exploited. To create a family of genetic “freaks” for display at their traveling carnival, Olympia’s mother willingly ingests various chemicals and drugs prepared by her husband and exposes herself to the hazards of radiation and insecticides. Although many stillbirths and miscarriages result (each preserved in a glass jar), the McGurks successfully produce a number of living children with genetic abnormalities and physical impairments. As an adult reflecting back on her life, Olympia thinks, with pride, “They [spectators] thought to use and shame me but I win out by nature, because a true freak cannot be made. A true freak must be born.”48

How are we to distinguish between “made” and “born” or to rank them in importance or legitimacy? The characters Benedict Lambert and Olympia McGurk find meaning in the knowledge that science provides or the “truth” that the genetically different child embodies. The “true freaks” of Dunn’s novel, created by purposeful acts of sabotage, may be reconciled with “nature” (to the extent that a character may be considered “natural”), as Olympia asserts, because she is born, not made. That is, she has not been hand-crafted like a machine; instead she and her siblings are ultimately formed by chance, aberration being one aspect of the natural. Literature, of course, is informed by real life. One actual example of natural “difference” aided by chemical intrusion may be found in the thalidomide tragedy. The drug was revealed to be teratological—a word from biology that means to create “monsters.”49 During the 1950s and until 1961, mothers in Europe and elsewhere willingly took thalidomide to “cure” morning sickness. After thousands of women gave birth to severely damaged infants, many without limbs, the drug was pulled from the market. The number of miscarriages and stillbirths linked to thalidomide are unknown, but it is conjectured that for every living thalidomide baby born—upwards of 10,000 world-wide—ten affected babies died.50 Although it may seem a stretch to link the two, assisted reproductive technologies—IVF, for example—also requires willful, manipulative acts and sometimes these acts result in live births. Money was made—and continues to be made—in both situations, one in which the results tended toward heartache and the other tending toward happiness. In both cases, babies may be born as a consequence of, or in spite of, meddling in “God’s business.” One might argue that morning sickness was not a disease to be cured and that in the 1950s and early 1960s, pregnancy itself was treated as pathological.51 “Test tube” babies and thalidomide babies: both are experiments in the tradition of the Tom Thumb trope.

Into the mysteries of conception that Gulliver’s Travels, Tristram Shandy, Mendel’s Dwarf and Geek Love consider, and even Steig hints at, the microscope intrudes. In life science studies (as opposed to alchemical belief or folklore), the Tom Thumb trope is indebted to the work of the Dutch naturalist and pioneer of microscopic research, Anton van Leeuwenhoek (1632–1723).52 Leeuwenhoek discovered sperm, which he called “spermatic animalcule,” in 1677; the “animalcule” was understood to be an early form of the fetus. (The Dutch physician and anatomist Regnier de Graaf had discovered the ovarian follicle in 1672, the same year that Theodor Kerckring reported to the Royal Society his observation of the “ ‘first lineaments of a child’ ” in a three-to-four-day-old embryo extracted during the autopsy of a woman.53) These discoveries gave rise to the mid-seventeenth-century theory of embryological development known as “preformation” or “preformationism.” Roughly, this theory held that God animated all the organisms of all the species of the world during the six days of creation and contained them within each other in increasingly smaller sizes, much like a series of Chinese boxes or Russian nesting dolls. Generation, then, was an “unfolding” from the parents’ sexual organs of an already created, and infinitesimally small, life-form that needed merely to grow big. Preformation recognized the primal efforts of the Creator, thus avoiding the difficulties faced by proponents of other scientific theories of embryo development in which God appeared to have little involvement, such as epigenesis (the systemic growth of the embryo from undifferentiated matter).54

The important role of the microscope in the rise of preformation theory will be obvious here. Eggs, and later sperm (Leeuwenhoek’s “adventurers”), were discovered by use of this magnifying equipment and gave rise to competing theories within preformationism: the “ovists,” such as the seventeenth-century English physician William Harvey, believed that God had encased all life within the ovaries;55 the “spermists” (or “animalculists”) such as Leeuwenhoek, considered the testes to be the location of the beginning of life. Leeuwenhoek argued at the end of the seventeenth century that “ ‘the foetus proceeds only from the male semen and the female only serves to feed and develop it.’ ”56 In Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, Thomas Laqueur comments that the divide between ovists and spermists was often ideological in nature: “among the main arguments against the animalculists was that God would never have devised so profligate a system that millions of preformed humans had to die in each ejaculation so that one might, on occasion, find food for growth in the egg.”57 While a minority of preformationists were animalculists, my interest in the history of the homunculus lies with the spermists, as once sperm cells were discovered in semen, the little man once again reared his head. Most famously, in 1694, Nicolaas Hartsoeker published his observations of the spermatozoon, and illustrated them with the image of a tiny, preformed homunculus curled up in the sperm head, waiting to grow into an embryo (see Plate 7).58

The Child’s Tom Thumb, Reproductive 
Science, and the Politics of Size

How did the homunculus, the fabricated little man whose role was to protect his creator, the animating force encased in each sperm cell, grow up to become the beloved figure of Tom Thumb? In particular, how was Tom Thumb rehabilitated from black magic, bawdy humor, and human reproduction to become a hero of didactic children’s tales? The answer, I believe, lies in redaction: a self-conscious shift from Tom Thumb’s physical masculinity—his sexuality and reproductive capacity—to a character-driven masculinity. These two forms of the miniature man are not as distinct as may be perceived at first glance: in both the homunculus and the child’s Tom Thumb, masculinity is emphasized. As William Newman comments, the homunculus, “created without any feminine matter, [serves] as a magnification of the intellectual and heroic virtues of masculinity.”59 In didactic tales for the young, the genetics of size that informed the Tom Thumb trope in alchemical discourse, folklore, seventeenth-century scientific discoveries, eighteenth-century literature (and ultimately contemporary novels for adults) are downplayed or erased once the Tom Thumb figure has been returned to childhood and instruction.

Children’s books—especially those from the nineteenth century—had little to do with anxieties about origins or metaphysical questions, given their firm belief in an ordered and stable world controlled by a present and living God. Indeed, many books of science were written for the purpose of leading children to just such a world view, as the subtitle to the children’s book The Wonders of the Microscope (1808) makes clear: An Explanation of the Wisdom of the Creator in Objects Comparatively Minute: adapted to the Understanding of Young Persons. The anonymous author celebrates the microscope for its ability to introduce reasons to praise God: “The microscope discovers to the attentive observer new worlds, in which he beholds, in miniature, all that can excite his wonder, and lay claim to religious reverence.”60 The large, fold-out illustrations depict portions of insects such as the leg and foot of a fly or the entirety of very small creatures such as a flea. These illustrations make visible the insects’ intricate bodies as seen through a microscope. Interpreting these images for young readers, the author asserts that there can be no fear attached to the microscope, for “apply the microscope to whatever of [God’s] works we will, nothing is to be found but beauty and perfection. If we examine the numberless species of insects that swim, creep, or fly around us, what proportion, exactness, uniformity, and symmetry shall we perceive in all their organs!”61

In addition to the opportunities provided by the microscope to worship the Creator in new ways, microscopic technologies also enhanced the communication of sensual knowledge. According to Catherine Wilson in The Invisible World: Early Modern Philosophy and the Invention of the Microscope, innovations in educational methods that promoted learning by the senses helped influence the seventeenth-century European scientific revolution. Wilson notes that Comenius, along with Samuel Hartlib in England, helped to “connect reformed pedagogy and methodical science in the utopian imagination.”62 In his educational treatise The Great Didactic (1657), Comenius writes, “ ‘Everything visible should be brought before the organ of sight, everything audible before that of hearing . . . the truth and certainty of science depend more on the witness of the senses than on anything else.’ ”63 We can see, then, how the Tom Thumb figure, through his connection with the tiny and previously hidden, is a pedagogically apt teacher, functioning as a kind of emissary between the worlds of big and small. Not surprisingly, in works for the young such as Mrs. Barwell’s The Novel Adventures of Tom Thumb the Great, Showing How He Visited the Insect World and Learned Much Wisdom (1838), Tom Thumb pops up at the juncture I’ve been examining between children’s books, miniatures, religious doctrine, and scientific inquiry.64 All of Tom’s knowledge from the insect world, both experiential learning and moral lesson, can be summed up in the philosophy of life that concludes the narrative: “Here then is the end of my reasoning; all that is done leads to good; but to arrive at this good, there is much danger, evil, pain, and death; but there is also more pleasure, beauty, good news, and life. To be content, and to submit in the hope of better times, is then a duty.”65

Participating in the same redactive effort demonstrated by Mrs. Barwell’s book, Charlotte Yonge, in her 142-page extended tale entitled The History of the Life and Death of the Good Knight Sir Thomas Thumb (1855), “rescues” Tom Thumb the homunculus from the burlesque tradition.66 While relying upon the same literal and cultural source texts that inform all nineteenth-century adaptations, Yonge transforms Tom’s masculine body (phallic, spermatic, scatological) into a discursive ideal masculinity predicated upon Christian duty and notions of a loyal, gallant, and honest English national character.

In her preface, Yonge cites Fielding, in particular, as responsible for the vulgarization of the nursery hero’s history and creating the need for a didactic retelling.67 Yonge’s story is specifically located and contains well-known characters: Tom Thumb is born “on the borders of a forest not far from the mountains of Wales” to a goodly peasant woman and her husband, Owen, whose happy life, Merlin comments, could leave nothing to be desired.68 The tale proceeds, maintaining many conventional plot details such as the deep desire for a child, even a thumb-sized one; Merlin’s intercession; the ingestion by the cow; service at King Arthur’s court, and death by a spider—but adds an overlay of Christian commentary upon each event. Thus, Tom’s unusual size causes concern that he may be bewitched and that the fairy gifts might be packaged with pagan strings attached, connecting Tom to fairyland forever. Just as the illustration of the flea’s proportion and uniformity in The Wonders of the Microscope encourages thoughts of the goodness of God, the tale’s priest concludes that the beauty and symmetry of the infant Tom’s body communicates his purity. The priest “hallow[s] him as a Christian” and pronounces the miniature’s life’s work to be internal struggle—quite different from the economic striving of “le petit Poucet” or the political maneuvering of many of the chapbook Tom Thumbs—to struggle, that is, “to overcome the Imp and draw forth the Christian.”69

Tom’s internal conflict is made visible in the events, mis--fortunes, and successes the miniature boy/man experiences throughout his life. His lessons are clearly delineated for the benefit of young readers: Tom becomes “wiser for his mishaps, and began to see that though the elves might make all seem winning and full of pleasance for a time, they would only lead him into trouble when he followed their freaks . . . .”70 His service to King Arthur aids his development into an ideal gentleman and loyal Briton. Queen Guenever vies with her husband for Tom: directly echoing earlier thumbling tales—through repudiation—as, when coaxed by the queen to “ ‘sleep on velvet, and eat manikin comfits, and carry . . . sweetest messages, and hearken when . . . pages and damsels gossip their secrets together,’ ” Tom turns the queen down. He refuses to live life as a lazy eavesdropper. King Arthur agrees with this decision, concluding that “ ‘. . . manfulness lies in the spirit, not the height.’ ”71 Tom is also awarded an order of knighthood for his bravery, honesty, and loyalty to King Arthur—nostalgic symbol of a lost Britain. Even when caught in a spider’s web facing certain death, he refuses to be released by fairy magic: “ ‘Better honourable death as a Christian than such a life as thine,’ ” he retorts to the fairy Puck.72 The honorable, thus tragic resolution of the struggle for Tom’s soul represents the conflict each sinful child reader undergoes in daily life. Although very small in size, Tom’s fortitude in the face of temptation and his willingness to die rather than accept magical aid, types him as a model of exemplary masculinity and Christian duty. Yonge’s story is also a self-conscious attempt to link Tom Thumb with the heroic and romantic past of Arthurian Britain. King Arthur features in many Tom Thumb variants, and here Yonge explicitly connects Arthur’s return and Britain’s rise with Tom: “Some say that whenever good King Arthur shall return from Avallon to reign again over Britain, Sir Thomas Thumb will return also, and again sit by his side and guard his signet-ring.”73

Leaving aside the child’s Tom Thumb for a moment, I would like to return to the kernel at the heart of the Tom Thumb trope—the potency of the small. As I have suggested, the trope is characterized by imagined and literal aspects of “conception”: that is, both by action—the beginning of life—and by thought. In contemplating the little man, the two combine as anxiety about origins, delight in discoveries and yet fear, in some, of imagining a world without God, if God is lost in the process of seeing the hidden, of knowing more than is good for us. These fears about the genesis of identity and subjectivity and the creation of life remain with us today. In considering the homunculus in particular, it is clear that the genetics of size have been co-opted by a politics of size. Today’s “homunculi”—the embryo and fetus—have been manipulated into performing as reborn Tom Thumbs. In this climate, the “small” are promoted over the “big.”74 Discussing fetal imagery, Lauren Berlant argues that the fetus, once made visible, enlarges and engulfs the maternal body: “When the fetus became available to photography, making ‘life’ miraculous in a new way, it came to occupy a new scale of existence, often taking up an entire frame like a portrait. In the process of becoming bigger, it pushed the externally visible bodies involved in reproducing it outside the family picture . . . .”75 The Right-to-Life movement (as it is called in America) consistently employs—sometimes explicitly—the methods of the reproductive strain of the Tom Thumb trope (that is, making the hidden visible and conferring an identity upon it), in its arguments against the practice of abortion and against hESC research. In her 1997 biography of her father, Jérôme Lejeune, a French geneticist, professor of medicine and director of the Institute for the Pre-born, Clara Lejeune makes an almost preformationist argument. She writes, “[an embryo] is a little man. It is not a mass of tissue; it is not a little chimpanzee; it is not a potential person.”76 Among his many positions, Jérôme Lejeune became the president of an institution to assist mothers-to-be—the name of this institution? The Tom Thumb Houses.77

Lejeune’s “little man” assessment is clearly an aspect of the contemporary Tom Thumb trope, as is “fetal personhood,” a theory of rights that has been tested in American courts. The following is an example of what may occur when the little man is pitted against his bigger mother: in 2008, an Alabama woman, Amanda Kimbrough, tested positive for methamphetamine after her premature infant died within minutes of his birth. The district attorney charged her with chemical endangerment of a child, a class A felony, six months after the baby’s death. A swift trial resulted; Kimbrough pleaded guilty and she was sentenced to ten years in prison (the minimum sentence, given that the infant had died). She was released on appeal bond in 2011.78 Much controversy has ensued. Groups such as the ACLU, Planned Parenthood, and the American Congress of Obstetricians and Gynecologists have taken a keen interest in Kimbrough’s case and in the precedent in favor of the fetus that it and other adjudicated cases of child endangerment bestowed on pregnant women seems to set. Personhood USA is another group with an abiding interest in Kimbrough’s case and chemical-endangerment laws applied to fetuses. The group originated in 2008 and is led by Keith Mason; according to their website, its primary goal is to “serve Jesus by being an Advocate for those who can not [sic] speak for themselves, the pre-born child. We serve by starting/coordinating efforts to establish legal ‘personhood’ for pre-born children through peaceful activism, legislative efforts and ballot-access petition initiatives.”79 If Personhood USA succeeds, and the fetus’s right to personhood is established under law, then the fetus would be granted, as Sterne predicted for the homunculus, the same legal right to redress that the mother enjoys. According to a 2010 RAND report, in the years between 1973 and 2003, over 300 violent attacks (including arson, shootings, murder, bombing, and acid) were made against abortion providers.80 While many state propositions have been defeated—either before or after getting on the ballot—the intended consequences of the proposed rules would have a wide effect if adopted: Mississippi’s defeated Proposition 26, for example, would not only have outlawed abortion, but also hESC research, some cancer treatments for a pregnant woman if the fetus could be endangered, and even some forms of birth control. In December 2016, Governor John Kasich (R-Ohio) vetoed a so-called “Heartbeat Bill” passed by the Ohio Legislature. This bill would have forbidden any abortion (even in cases of rape or incest) after a fetal heartbeat could be detected (at about 6 weeks of pregnancy when many women are not aware that they are pregnant). He then immediately signed a measure banning abortions after 20 weeks, a law which may be unconstitutional.81

And there’s more: in an extension of the ongoing abortion “war,” hot debates over the rights of the embryo, as, perhaps, Sterne foretold in his satire on sperm, have ensued in America and around the world. These debates sometimes escalate into violence, as the shooting deaths of Dr. Barnett Slepian in 1998 and Dr. George Tiller in 2009, both abortion providers—as well as three people at a Colorado Springs Planned Parenthood in 2015 make clear. The 2016 Republican Party Platform, a good indicator of that party’s beliefs, unqualified by its viability, health, or the health of its mother, states “[the] unborn child has a fundamental right to life which cannot be infringed.”82 As the fetus—and now embryo—is elevated into “iconic superpersonhood,” in Berlant’s phrase,83 all perspective becomes distorted. The visible potential child is invested with the saturated meanings of childhood itself. John R. Gillis maintains that “the image of the foetus provides all these qualities that western culture has projected onto childhood since the mid-nineteenth century. In effect, the womb has become the Garden and the foetus the latest little angel . . . .”84

Ah, angels. When Snowflakes appeared in the Rose Garden in September, 2004, many called it a miracle. These twenty-one Snowflakes did not melt in the heat of the media glare trained on their unusual gathering, but toddled about the Rose Garden lawn, or were carried in their parents’ arms. Many Snowflakes were kissed or held by President Bush and Capitol Hill lawmakers who were eager to proclaim an abiding interest in protecting them. Some Snowflakes even wore tee-shirts that asserted, “This embryo was not discarded.”85 “Snowflake children” were once frozen, fertilized eggs—“spares” created for infertile couples enrolled in in vitro fertilization programs but not used by them. These microscopic pre-embryos were eventually thawed, implanted into “adoptive” mothers and grew into embryos, fetuses and eventually live children. Children born in this manner are called “Snowflakes”—the name is registered by the American Nightlight Christian Adoptions Agency because each child is unique, like a snowflake (and because, I suspect, each one was derived from a frozen test tube zygote86). The Nightlight Christian Adoptions Agency, established in 1959 and the first organization to promote embryo adoptions, refers to frozen embryos in its mission statement: “Committed to life—unborn babies being carried by young women in an unplanned pregnancy, embryos awaiting the opportunity to be born . . .”87 While in power, the Bush administration helped to publicize the Snowflakes through media events and grants to programs that promote embryo adoption.88

Snowflake children play an especially photogenic and charming role in the ongoing debate over human embryonic stem cell research waged within the intersecting arenas of politics, media, and public opinion.89 A stem cell’s potency and value derive from its ability to grow into any organ of the body. hESC research uses undifferentiated stem cells extracted from fertilized human eggs in order to further its work on the science of embryology that, it is hoped, will provide cures or treatments for devastating illnesses such as Parkinson’s, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease. Indeed, the range of eventual therapeutic uses for embryonic stem cells has yet to be entirely mapped. However, despite the exciting potential for fresh, effective defenses against, or responses to, disease, the use of embryonic stem cells in medical research has been severely curtailed in the past, derailing possible scientific breakthroughs. President Bush’s executive order of 2001 banned federal funding for research that would destroy embryos for their stem cell lines or for any other reason. Although President Obama lifted this ban in March 2009 by his own executive order, two days later he signed the Omnibus Appropriations Act, 2009, containing the so-called Dickey–Wicker Amendment that forbids the use of tax dollars to support hESC research. The history behind this amendment goes back to the Clinton administration and the fears, in the aftermath of successful animal cloning experiments, that cloning humans was imminent. The Dickey–Wicker amendment was first included in the appropriations bill for the Department of Health and Human Services in 1996 and was added as a rider to the annual appropriations bill for the Department of Health and Human Services until the Obama administration did away with it in 2011.90 Although an August 2012 decision by the D.C. Circuit Court affirmed the legality of federal funding for hESC research, the political machinations over the use of embryos in medical research are far from over.91

And for obvious reasons. The ethical issues surrounding the status, purpose, and ontology of the human embryo are indeed complex. A fertilized egg can be best characterized as potential and it is within this characterization and the terminology that surrounds it that politics, medical ethics, religion, and philosophy collide: the embryonic stem cell (present only in fertilized eggs) has the potential to grow into the various organs needed by the body or those affected by disease; the fertilized human egg has the potential to grow into a child. These uniquely worthy ends are at odds with each other since each stem cell extraction destroys the fertilized egg. Proponents of hESC research, such as medical professionals and patient advocates, accept the truth that in order to conduct the experiments that might save many lives in the future, the living tissue that comprises fertilized eggs must die in the present. Opponents of hESC research maintain that any fertilized egg destruction is the death of a proto-person and thus these experiments break ethical codes and religious laws requiring the protection of human life. While it may be difficult for the average person to imagine a fertilized human egg with any specificity (how large is it? What color is it? Can it move?), or to have feelings for them as a “class” or a “people,” just about everyone appreciates a baby and considers adoption to be a social benefit.92 Enter a flurry of Snowflakes wearing tee-shirts. Snowflake “adoption” puts a cute face on the faceless embryo. By highlighting “adoption” (as opposed to “donation”) and linking this social value to the debate over hESC research, the Religious Right effectively puts the past in opposition to the future, or the adult with Parkinson’s (who represents the past) against the toddler in his mother’s arms (who symbolizes the future). Or, another way to imagine this match-up is between big and small: the grown-up big is pitted against the vulnerable small.

When angelic Snowflake children, those former embryos—specifically named “tiny unborn children” or even “microscopic Americans” by conservatives, putting them squarely in the homunculus camp93—are displayed, they unwittingly participate in the best tradition of the performing dwarf, the sideshow entertainer, the visible homunculus, and the captive Tom Thumb figure. We’ve come full circle back to Paracelsus and preformationism: these Snowflakes function as created homunculi, metonymically representing the embryos they once were, but as babies clasped in their adoring parents’ arms, performing an identity—innocent, pure, vulnerable—that, their very visibility seems to suggest, was always already there. In this politicized climate, the power of the smallest is very strong indeed.

Yet, even a quick look into the history of science confirms that in the past, it was possible for the new science and the old religion to coexist. From Hooke’s Micrographia (1665) in the seventeenth century through Paley’s early nineteenth-century refining of John Ray’s Wisdom of God in the Creation (1691) in Natural Theology (1802), and even in the debates that ensued in the aftermath of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in 1859, both God and the hidden or nearly unseen play crucial roles in negotiating questions of origins.94 For some, however, God’s handiwork may no longer be perceived on the microscope slide. The dwarf geneticist protagonist of Mendel’s Dwarf who spends his life working to isolate the gene mutation that causes achondroplasia, the most common form of dwarfism, directly acknowledges that there is no room for God in the science of reproduction: “Once upon a time the mystery [of the secret of life] was enshrined in the tabernacle on the altar, in a sliver of wafer. Now it lies, stripped open for mankind to read, in a polyacrimide denaturing gel.”95 Nevertheless, even at the moment of elevating science’s supposed clarity over divine mystery, Benedict Lambert unites Creator and created in twinned acts of reading and of storytelling. By reciting the talismanic words that begin our stories, “Once upon a time,” and at the same moment insisting that the secret of life is textual and its meaning revealed through reading (“stripped open for mankind to read”), Lambert actually blurs the line between the sacred and the scientific he was at pains to demarcate. Lambert’s assessment reminds us that acts of creation are also stories, and stories are always open to interpretation. Or to inspiration. John Mack concludes his illustrated disquisition on the art of small things with a similar thought: “If seeing is believing, then not seeing may be even more so. Where our eyes can no longer penetrate, or can barely distinguish the outlines of things, sight gives way to insight . . . .”96

The poet Jay Curlin is likewise inspired by the relationship between science and faith, the power of the imagination and the juxtaposition of big and small—perhaps even by the Tom Thumb trope. In his poem “The Evidence of Things Not Seen” (2012), Curlin uses the language of scientific discourse (“evidence,” “hypothesize”), discovery (“the ‘Higgs boson’ ”) and technology (“the lens”), to compare human sight and its abilities with the selfsame abilities of “the eyes of faith.”97

How strong the lens, how keen the eyes

To see what we hypothesize,

To watch so small a thing in motion

As what we’ve christened the ‘Higgs boson,’

A tiny, massive thing that passes

For what can best explain the masses

Of other things we cannot see

But somehow, nonetheless, must be.

A thing so small is surely cute,

Though weirdly shaped, perhaps hirsute,

And just as real as any wraith

Imagined with the eyes of faith.98

Curlin’s poem concludes with an interesting idea, one related to Browne and Cowper, who both find the beneficent hand of God in the tiny. In our era of distrust between the Religious Right and science, however, Curlin suggests something perhaps more radical than anything Browne or Cowper conclude: that the a priori “realness” of the unseen bodies of religious devotion may in fact assist us in the work of abstract science which similarly asks for belief. We may take the information provided by one set of “eyes” already trained to see the invisible, to help another set find “tiny massive” things—objects that both confirm our awareness of how much we still don’t know and encourage us in seeking ever further. In other words, science needs faith.

As I hope that this chapter has shown, it is not surprising to find the Tom Thumb trope informing debates over the beginnings of human life and the struggles that ensue when big uses small to promote political agendas. When a folktale father wishes for a child no bigger than his thumb and receives his desire through a fantastical intercession on his behalf, or when a Snowflake mother adopts an embryo external to her body in the hopes that a different—yet no less fantastic—feat will enable a child to emerge from her body, we’ve entered the world of magical science, a world in which, as the Tom Thumb trope makes clear, God and science, alchemy and faith, big and small, uneasily reside. Wishes are made and sometimes they are granted. The world of wishes is Tom Thumb’s world, and one, we have seen, we live in today, a world of marvels over which Tom Thumb, that protean man of mystery, also presides.


Chapter 2

THE DWARF IN HIGH AND POPULAR 
CULTURE

In chapter one I discussed how, over centuries, thumbling characters and their counterparts such as homunculi, sperm, and embryo have cartwheeled through both the folk imagination and the scientific/political imaginary embodying various theories about identity and reproduction and how they have helped to assuage anxieties attendant upon these mysteries along the way. The size differential between the “manikin” Tom and his milieu (parents or ogre figures), between cells of reproduction (ovum and sperm) and the embryo, between the fetus and the infant, or the child and the adult, not only highlights the power of tiny figures to stand for big ideas, but also focuses our attention on the special qualities of the little to contain or personate the big: thumbling as man, embryo as child, stem cell as baby.

One of the central questions this chapter asks is: what does the dwarf mean? Not to himself, of course, but as a cultural sign or marker of something other, or something more, than small size. After finding dwarfs virtually “everywhere,” I have realized that the dwarf figure is a particularly capacious representation of the engaging and didactic power of oxymoronic pairings, and that dwarf figures have been used to teach and to spur the imagination for centuries—as this chapter will discuss. Differences fascinate us—it’s hard to look away—but they also worry us. The dwarf figure, and the dwarf “discourse” that attempts to “explain” him, can help us confront this anxiety of difference. While drawing attention to the typical human scale through his small body, at the same time the dwarf relieves the tensions that result when like and unlike, tragedy and comedy, big and small, adult and child, high and low status, are combined or set next to each other. He does this by promising something, or someone, new. The dwarf has been defined simultaneously as both man and not-man (as a man-like ape or a child-like man), big and small (in the motto multum in parvo—“much in little”) tragic and comic (or tragicomic). In this way, the dwarf body also suggests the erasure of difference. Yet, in order to have this effect, the dwarf must be highly visible.

As a site of difference, the dwarf body persistently attracts attention when pictured or displayed—something that both Diego Velázquez and P. T. Barnum knew well. Yet, it would be misleading to suggest that the dwarf figure functions solely in the visual realm. The “dwarf” has significant verbal or textual identities as well as pictorial ones. For example, “dwarf” is a term of classification used as shorthand to denote small size within a like group of larger size; both plants and animals have been deliberately bred into dwarf varieties (such as dwarf sunflowers or dwarf rabbits) as a means to enhance versatility (not all gardens can accommodate towering sunflowers) or desirability (full-grown dwarf rabbits resemble cute baby rabbits). But we also seem compelled to use “dwarf” as a term of comparison that combines or unites opposites for purposes of description. To imagine such a textual dwarf, consider Pluto. Official categories assigned by the International Astronomical Union (IAU) to very large heavenly bodies such as stars and planets include dwarf designations. Stars may be classified as dwarfs of different colors such as red and white (the different colors denote size, luminosity, and density) and planets may also be “dwarf.” Pluto was demoted to dwarf planet status in 2006 when the IAU definition of “planet” was refined. Pluto is a dwarf planet both because of its mass and because of its location in the Kuiper Belt, surrounded by other astral objects such as asteroids.1 How could something so resolutely related to physicality and taking up—literally—space, such as a dwarf planet, be “textual” rather than visual, in nature? Pluto cannot be seen because it is at the same time too big and too small. Pluto is invisible to the naked eye, yet its enormous size makes it so out of human scale that it would be impossible to take it in all at once even if one could encounter it. In other words, while Pluto’s dwarf status is related, in part, to size, its status as an object of immensity makes its dwarf nature oxymoronic, a figure of speech, and draws attention both to the ways that we see and the ways that we say, read,and write, difference.

Interestingly, the story of how Pluto was named connects size and textuality with childhood, topics I explore in this chapter. In 1930, amateur astronomer Clyde W. Tombaugh, based at the Lowell Observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, conclusively identified a ninth planet in the solar system. Excited by this good news, which expanded the known universe and provided a distraction from earthly problems, people from around the world suggested various names for the new planet. Naming rights belonged to the Lowell Observatory, yet nothing submitted impressed its astronomers as suitable. Nothing, that is, until the observatory’s director received a telegram from Herbert Hall Turner, a professor of astronomy at the University of Oxford. One of his friends, Falconer Madan, a retired librarian at the Bodleian Library, had brought him a most promising name—Pluto—and a charming story along with it. While scanning the papers at breakfast, Madan happened to inquire of his eleven-year-old granddaughter, Venetia Burney, her thoughts on the naming question. A devotee of Greek and Roman mythology—from which most astral names hail—Venetia suggested the Classical god of the underworld, ruler of the dark, as appropriately describing the tiny new planet so far away. The Lowell Observatory astronomers agreed, pleased that the name stayed true to tradition and honored at the same time—via the first two letters of the planet’s name—the observatory’s founder, Percival Lowell, who had died in 1916. Young Venetia received a five pound note from her grandfather once they heard the news of Pluto’s selection by the observatory.

The links between the dwarf planet Pluto and a bookish child may seem wholly accidental or incidental, but I have noticed that where visual and textual examples of the dwarf emerge, the child cannot be far behind. And so it is that we find both child and dwarf, visual and textual, united in one person in the historical figure of Jeffrey Hudson, also known as “the Queen’s dwarf.” Although the life of the seventeenth-century Englishman may seem far removed from Arizona’s Lowell Observatory and the naming of Pluto in 1930, “dwarf discourse”—the way that we talk about and represent the dwarf in his various guises—helps to illuminate the contexts surrounding both. Dwarf discourse shaped Jeffrey Hudson’s life and helped to spur an afterlife for the tragicomic figure. Indeed, the life of Jeffrey Hudson encapsulates all of the issues at play in this chapter: words, pictures, performances.

The Queen’s Dwarf

In early November, 1626, George Villiers, the 1st Duke of Buckingham and favorite of two successive monarchs—James I and Charles I—hosted a number of lavish banquets at York House, his grand London dwelling. These events honored King Charles I and his young queen, Princess Henrietta Maria of France. By playing to his strengths as host, Buckingham attempted to burnish his tarnished image through this series of sumptuous banquets: though in the good graces of the king, he was almost universally reviled elsewhere (in less than two years he would be murdered by a disgruntled lieutenant of the English army).2 Seventeen-year-old Henrietta Maria, for one, was locked in a series of conflicts both with her rival, Buckingham, and with her new husband. The ambassador Marshal de Bassompierre, who had known Henrietta Maria since she was an infant, had lately been sent to England by the King of France, Henrietta Maria’s brother, to try to heal the breach between the recently wed pair. Offering spectacular entertainments, multiple courses, music, and gifts, the handsome and charming Buckingham attempted to woo his honorable company. The most dramatic gift of all was reserved for the young queen, a lover of lapdogs, songbirds, and monkeys: from an enormous pastry emerged a perfectly proportioned seven-year-old boy, Jeffrey Hudson, only 18 inches tall.3 The compliment was accepted, smiles exchanged between rivals and, to mark the tiny child’s new “owner,” he was renamed the “Queen’s Dwarf.”

Especially notable and apropos for my discussion below is the fact that when he was introduced to the queen and assembled aristocrats, not only was Jeffrey Hudson very small in stature, he was also very young in years: a little, little boy transformed into a manikin pie or the filling for a “starry gazey” pastry. In this instance, however, the pie was filled with upright child instead of whole fishes or blackbirds—yet at the same time the stunt reminds us both of the gaping fish heads found in the Cornish dish and the image of birds singing for royalty from the nursery rhyme. In this dramatic true-life scene, Hudson’s escape from the pie also calls to mind the mishaps of the folktale hero Tom Thumb and prefigures tiny Gulliver amidst the giant Brobdingnagians. How did the youth Jeffrey Hudson come to be enclosed in a pie and given to the queen, little more than a child herself?

Hudson was born in 1619 in Oakham, Rutland County (the smallest county in England), a son of the butcher and slaughterer John Hudson. One of Hudson senior’s employments was to organize bull-baiting entertainments for his patron, the Duke of Buckingham, whose great hunting lodge, Burley on the Hill, overlooked Oakham. Not surprisingly, once the small size and slow growth of John Hudson’s son became apparent, news of the unusual child spread rapidly and eventually a curious Duchess of Buckingham requested a meeting. Accordingly, the seven-year-old Hudson arrived at Burley with his father. The Duchess was enchanted with the miniature child and invited him to become a member of her household. Refusal of the offer was not a viable option for the Hudsons, and so young Jeffrey was removed from his family. This change was not to last long, however, as soon afterward the duke gave Hudson to the queen by way of the pregnant pie, a presentation designed to surprise, invoke awe, and create the greatest obligation between giver and recipient. It is not clear, however, whether the gift himself, the young dwarf, was consulted as to his opinion of the exchange.

By all accounts Henrietta Maria dearly loved Jeffrey Hudson and he remained in the queen’s service for eighteen years.4 Both his dramatic rise and the subsequent tragic twists that dogged him seem to shadow the fate of his master and mistress and the court that became his new home. Sharing the Catholic faith with the queen, Hudson lived for many years as her cosseted pet, secluded from the hurly-burly of the outside world;5 yet his fortunes, like those of the exiled queen and the executed king, would later fall to what would have seemed to be, in 1626, almost unimaginable depths. Handsome and popular, Hudson was thoroughly absorbed into life at court and his presence there was both well-documented and rewarded. Most notably, Hudson was painted by van Dyck and by other artists, made the subject of some minor poetry, cast in court masques and eventually named a Captain of Horse. While life within the court presented its own center of petty politics and intrigue for Hudson and everyone in it, outside of this self-absorbed world, dangerous turmoil reigned and bitter resentments grew stronger each year that the King refused to convene Parliament (1629–1640). Ultimately, Charles’s battles with Parliament over religion, taxes, and the (im)balance of power culminated in the formation of opposing armies and, in 1642, the onset of the Civil War. This turn of events necessitated the removal of the Queen and her court (including Hudson) to the Netherlands. While Henrietta Maria returned to England in the early part of the war, foreknowledge of an attempt to take her hostage forced the Queen again to flee in 1644. France would become her primary residence for the remainder of her life (though she made an extended four-year visit to England in 1660 for the Restoration when her son, Charles II, was crowned). Within a year of their flight, Hudson found himself in trouble after killing a man in a duel. Banished from the court-in-exile—as dueling was illegal in France and he had killed a man who had influential friends—Hudson was next captured by Barbary pirates and sold into slavery in North Africa. After twenty-five years he was rescued and returned in 1669 to Oakham, the place of his birth, where he lived for a number of years before seeking royal preferment in London in 1678. There he was imprisoned as a wave of anti-Catholic hysteria and suspicion swept through the capital in the aftermath of the “Popish Plot.” Hudson was released two years later and died in 1681.

Jeffrey Hudson died in obscurity. Yet he was not entirely forgotten after his death: the earliest account of Hudson’s life appeared in 1662 in a compendium volume, The Worthies of England, by Thomas Fuller and in 1684 James Wright published a brief sketch of Hudson’s life in his The History and Antiquities of the County of Rutland. Indeed, Hudson’s fame has grown—albeit slowly—over the years. Hudson makes an appearance in Walter Scott’s Peveril of the Peak (1822), set during the reign of Charles II. Giants and Dwarfs (1868), a compendious mid-Victorian history of persons of exaggerated size from antiquity to the present, by Edward J. Wood, introduces Hudson as “the famous dwarf.” In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Jeffrey Hudson has inspired both a beer and a full-scale biography (the latter, by Nick Page, although a serious and well-researched treatment of Hudson’s life, is printed in a rather gimmicky small size).6 While these posthumous representations of Jeffrey Hudson help to immortalize him as a tragicomic historical novelty, the first “branding” of “the Queen’s dwarf” actually began during his lifetime—not only in his being gifted to the young queen via the pie—but also through pictorial and textual commentaries. These commentaries, intended for elite audiences, centered on interpreting what littleness meant in the context of “greatness.” By “greatness” I mean, in part, the disconnect that exists between the physical stature of the dwarf and other people—even short people such as the King and Queen. However, “greatness” here also indicates rank and prestige; Hudson’s milieu, the royal court, was a site in which the aristocracy was located and concentrated as well as displayed for the masses through various methods of cultural communiqué.

Among other artistic and ceremonial sites of the seventeenth century such as court masques, portraiture and poetry were conventionally used as powerful means for the communication of lessons about nobility and authority, or their lack. Certainly, in Jeffrey Hudson’s case, the most eloquent method by which his unusual body size was exploited for delivering such messages may be found in portraits both penned and painted. These outlets for representing Hudson’s ambivalent status—as dwarf and as “member” of the royal household (as much as pets and slaves were also aligned with royalty)—make plain the visual and textual identities that I suggest are so often linked to the dwarf figure. To take painting first: Queen Henrietta Maria with Jeffrey Hudson (1633), by the Flemish master Anthony van Dyck, celebrated court painter to Charles I, arguably represents the most significant visual portrait we have of Hudson (see Plate 1).

E. H. Gombrich, in his delightful introduction to art history The Story of Art (1950), credits van Dyck with creating a sympathetic and appealing artistic record of the court of Charles I, “with its defiantly aristocratic bearing and its cult of courtly refinement.”7 Van Dyck, well known to aristocratic art patrons as a portraitist of the first rank, relocated to London in 1632 at the request of Charles I and accepted the position of “Principal Painter in Ordinary to their Majesties.” The elegant and cultured van Dyck, whose technically brilliant, refined and sensitive portraits thrilled his royal patrons, was kept furiously busy painting pictures of the people who made up the insular world of the court and aristocracy (not all of whom would remain loyal to the king through the years of unrest leading up to Civil War). Except for a few trips to the Continent, the artist remained in England and in his position as court painter until his death in late 1641, at the age of 42. Once van Dyck entered the scene, his dramatic and fresh style quickly eclipsed his predecessors at the English court, most notably Daniel Mytens. Considering the style of Mytens’s large painting Charles I and Henrietta Maria Departing for the Chase (c. 1630–32), Graham Parry notes, “all the elements of the subject are accommodated in the same foreground plane, which is awkwardly integrated with the landscape behind (see Plate 8). The nature of the subject demands motion here, but everything is static—even the dog jumping off the terrace seems suspended in mid-air.”8

Indeed, Karen Hearn, curator of the 2007 “Van Dyck & Britain” exhibit at the Tate, notes that Queen Henrietta Maria with Jeffrey Hudson successfully reworks the image of Henrietta Maria and some of the themes of Mytens’s work—among them the purity of the queen—of a few years prior.9 For her part, the queen was so pleased with the new court painter that she had one of Mytens’s portraits of her royal person overpainted in the style of van Dyck.10

As reflected in the famed painting Charles I and Henrietta Maria with their two eldest children, Prince Charles and Princess Mary (1632), also known as “The Greate Peece,” by the 1630s the king and queen were united in familial and marital harmony (Buckingham’s death proved to be a catalyst in this regard).11 Van Dyck’s Queen Henrietta Maria and Jeffrey Hudson flatters the queen, dressed in elegant riding attire, suggesting both a beauty and height that she did not quite possess. Most analyses of the painting, understandably, focus on the figure of the queen and the iconography of the orange tree, crown, and monkey. While interpretations vary slightly, the architectural elements (column and dais) and crown suggest royal authority; the orange tree, chastity and purity and her maternal lineage; and the small monkey represents the base, animal nature of humanity.12

Thus, the figure of the queen is surrounded by objects representing her station, nature, and maternity, lofty elements that mark the painting as subtly allegorical as well as personal—the king had commissioned the portrait as a gift not long after van Dyck arrived in England.13 Her more quotidian interests, including a love of small creatures, are symbolized by the inclusion of the monkey, Pug. Why might Jeffrey Hudson also have been included in van Dyck’s early, and, some say, most beautiful portrait of Queen Henrietta Maria? One answer is that Hudson figured as another of the “objects” of the queen’s daily life. He was, quite literally, a familiar face. A loved member of the queen’s household, Hudson appears in other paintings of the royal family, notably Mytens’s Charles I and Henrietta Maria Departing for the Chase, referred to above.14 In this enormous piece, Hudson is again off to the right side of his royal mistress (the viewer’s left), and again nearly out of the frame of the painting’s composition. The king and queen stand stiffly, with eight hounds in various postures at their feet, sharing the foreground. Hudson holds the collar and leash of two straining dogs; his hunting costume resembles that worn by the king. The gaze and attitude of the largest hound, set behind Hudson—only partially visible in the painting—is mirrored by a smaller dog emerging from the lower right-hand corner. Notably, a small monkey rides this dog. Yet the monkey is rarely commented upon, as the painting is often cut off in reproduction so that the monkey is not visible. Also mirroring Hudson is the diminutive (although nearly twice Hudson’s height) black stable-groom in “primitive” dress who holds the bridle of Henrietta Maria’s horse.15 In this second instance of a human/animal dyad, the figure is behind the larger animal, as opposed to Hudson who stands in front of the big hound. The monkey on the back of the dog is another example of a human/animal dyad, as the monkey suggests human qualities.

I offer this description of the Mytens work and Hudson’s position within it in order to add an element absent from the conversation concerning van Dyck’s Queen Henrietta Maria with Jeffrey Hudson as a reconsideration of Charles I and Henrietta Maria Departing for the Chase. Van Dyck’s reworking of Mytens’s group portrait, I believe, offers a cogent comment about the exotic “other” in the Caroline court. In both Charles I and Henrietta Maria Departing for the Chase and Queen Henrietta Maria with Jeffrey Hudson, the dwarf figure is paired with an exotic other: in the former work, his other is the black servant and in the latter, it is the monkey. Owning and displaying non-indigenous pets as well as servants was fashionable with elites during the Caroline era, and Henrietta Maria’s entourage, in particular, included dwarfs, dogs, natives, and monkeys.16 Although van Dyck is credited with helping to introduce into European portraiture the vogue for representing black servants with their masters in, for example, an early painting from his Italian period, Portrait of Marchesa Elena Grimaldi, wife of Marchese Nicola Cattaneo (1623), in Queen Henrietta Maria with Jeffrey Hudson neither the young black stable-groom nor the dogs appear, even in this image of the queen presumably about to ride or perhaps hunt.17

Rather, for van Dyck, both the African servant and the animals of Mytens’s work (in particular, the fluffy white pup directly at the queen’s feet bound not for the chase but for the queen’s lap) coalesce into one unstable being, the monkey.

Size as well as race and ontology is a crucial element here—in the early modern period, as John Knowles reminds us, it was “unclear whether apes [were] men in the making or unmaking”—because, I argue, size indexes age as well as authority or its lack.18 So much smaller than the regal figures who are the ostensible subjects of each work, the black stable-groom behind the high-stepping horse is clearly a youth, as is the page holding the red umbrella over the imperious Marchesa Elena Grimaldi (see Plate 9).19 Van Dyck has reconceived and reargued both Mytens’s painting and his earlier portrait of an imperial female figure by condensing the exotic African “other” and animal—subordinates to royal majesty and to humanity (so it was believed by some)—into the form of the marmoset upon which Henrietta Maria rests her hand in a caress as well as a gesture of dominance and ownership. Though an ape, he is a tiny one, able to sit on the dwarf’s shoulder. Significantly, the little monkey (and his metonym, the black boy) is closely associated with the little man. The connection between dwarf and ape (and especially pygmy and ape, as I discuss in chapter three) was long considered in fabular, emblematic, and scientific traditions to be a close one: both creatures “approximate” mankind as imitation or aspiration. But in this case, the little man is a child.20 Van Dyck’s portrait of the pretty dwarf as pet is clearly a portrait of the dwarf as apish or not quite human.21 Yet the work is also a portrait of the construction of seventeenth-century childhood.

Jeffrey Hudson looks like a child in the painting: he is diminutive in relation to the queen and, although fourteen years old at the time the portrait was painted, his round facial features and wispy fair hair suggest a much younger child. A truly young child would be depicted wearing a child’s clothing: at this time, very young boys and girls wore dresses and caps essentially indistinguishable from each other—see van Dyck’s 1637 The Five Eldest Children of Charles I in which the Princess Royal (six years old) and James, Duke of York (four years old) wear similar garments; the Prince of Wales, aged seven years, wears breeches. Yet Hudson’s apparel, the cut of his spurred boot, gauntlet, and breeches mimics a man’s hunting costume, as we see in Mytens’s painting of the royal couple before embarking on the hunt. Hudson’s sophisticated dress is one clue that his size does not tell the entire story about his identity and relationship to the queen.

To return to the question I raised earlier, what is Jeffrey Hudson doing in this portrait? A compelling, if less obvious answer than his membership in the queen’s household is that the dwarf child in particular unites small size, subordination, and “otherness”—that is, his figure reflects the position of the child in relation to adult authority—and thus the portrait makes an argument about childhood as well as one proclaiming the queen’s purity and majesty. Hudson is dressed in the sumptuous scarlet associated with privilege and wealth—a color also worn by the two eldest princes in The Five Eldest Children of Charles I. Yet unlike Charles and Henrietta Maria’s actual children in “the Greate Peece”—the future king and princess royal—Hudson does not touch, nor is touched by, the queen. He belongs to the queen and appeals to her—in both senses of the word—but he is not like her.22 The savage nature of ordinary children, those not of royal or noble birth, was understood to be a fact of nature and one that could be overcome in one way only: through growing up into, especially, a white man of a good or good-enough social class. The ape and the dwarf, separately, may only aspire to such heights of humanity. The dwarf wearing a monkey becomes an icongraphically perfect representation of the liminal status of the child-in-the-making. There’s more. An especially key aspect of the queen’s majesty in this era of the aggressive profession of the divine right of kings—a portion of which Henrietta Maria shared as consort to the king and mother of the future king—lies within her maternal relationship to the English people. Gazing intently at the queen, in an attitude of obedience and loyalty associated both with dependent childhood and dependent subjecthood, young Hudson, in figure and in fact, is a body subject to the queen’s towering maternity. Knowles concludes his analysis of this painting by returning to the relationship between size and power: “. . . Henrietta Maria, almost a giant, gazes out serenely and asserts her dominion . . . .”23 Henrietta Maria is indeed represented as statuesque in this portrait: one means by which this argument is made in paint is that in color, proportion, and height, the vertical embroidery down the front of her gown reflects the narrowly fluted column rising behind her and out of the frame. My point is that size matters in another way in this celebrated painting: in the figure of the liminal dwarf we find united child and not-child, animal and man, servant and savage, a tiny, necessary other to monarchy’s “greatness.”

Thus far I have discussed in some detail visual arguments made about Jeffrey Hudson, “othered” figures of small stature as well as childhood itself. Similar arguments about the meanings attached to size may be found in the few texts written about Hudson during his lifetime; however, unlike the van Dyck and Mytens paintings that tend to place Hudson within the greater court or with Henrietta Maria, poetry about the “queen’s dwarf” typically linked him with the king. For example, John Taylor’s poem marveling at the “three wonders” of the Caroline court—the dwarf Jeffrey Hudson, the giant porter William Evans, and the 151-year-old man Thomas Parr—is dedicated to Charles (“The Old, Old, Very Old Man,” 1636). A more significant work of praise for Hudson—yet similarly turning on jokes about littleness—is the miniature gift-book entitled The New Yeare’s Gift by Microphilus (1636). The work was first a private one, but so admired at court that it was soon-after published. Page suggests that The New Yeare’s Gift was likely commissioned by Henrietta Maria and written by Thomas Heywood, the author of short essays on the “three wonders” attached to a print engraving of the figures in one frame.24

As its name implies, The New Yeare’s Gift was originally meant as a small token in the tradition of gift-giving to servants and courtiers on the occasion of the new year (March 25th in the Julian calendar—which England followed until 1752). Not surprisingly, Jeffrey Hudson cannot be mentioned in print without referencing his small stature. Thus, the poem celebrates Hudson’s exceptional wit, virtue, and the “greatnesse of his spirit” when considered in the context of his small body. Yet, there’s another issue at play here: Hudson’s physical size difference is repeatedly compared to textual “size” as both big and small, or multum in parvo. The book asserts a “Lady Parvula” as the commissioner of the work (“parvula” means small or little). In her dedication, Hudson is described both as an “Epitome of Nature” and as a “compleat compendium of a Courtier”25—that is, something condensed and someone expansive at the same time. Both “epitome” and “compendium” have textual meanings. Page reminds us that in the seventeenth century “epitome”—a word used more than once to describe Hudson—meant “condensed record or representation in miniature.”26 Significantly, the Latin couplet used as a caption to the Martin Droeshout engraving of Hudson added to the second edition of The New Yeare’s Gift translates as “Gaze on with wonder, and discerne in me/The abstract of the world’s Epitome.”27

Itself a short text, this motto uses textual metaphors—“abstract” and “epitome”—to describe how the dwarf body functions as a symbol of the essence of mankind. The choice of “abstract” is an interesting one in the seventeenth-century context since the word carried many meanings, including “summary” or “abridgement” of a document—creating smaller out of big—as well as being a synonym for the definition of “epitome” cited above. In other words, the now rare meaning of “abstract” found in this didactic message regarding Jeffrey Hudson includes a “person or thing regarded as encapsulating in miniature, or representing the essence of the characteristic qualities or features of something much larger” (OED). The picture of Hudson is meant first to draw the reader’s gaze and then to inspire a sense of awe at the “double miniaturization” Hudson represents as the summary of man’s essential nature. And the content of that nature? Hudson’s small size in comparison with the ordinary-sized man is analogous to human littleness in the face of God’s greatness. At this textual juncture, the king himself enters in order to be compared with both man and God as a reminder of what he owes to each (his compassion in the first case and his fealty in the second). The image of the courtier dwarf communicates a warning, or memento mori, to the king: “So little dwarfs (boyes in proportion though perchance men in discretion) being about a Monarch, though silent, yet their very persons are a voice crying; Rex memento te esse minimum: O King remember how thou art little, borne like others little, to teach thee to heaven humility, to Earth, humanity.”28 The emblematic nature of the dwarf body represented in both image and text, as we have seen in the story of Jeffrey Hudson—and the generic form of the emblem itself as both a picture and a short text—is the essence of dwarf discourse to which I will now turn.

The Emblematic Dwarf

A few defining words about emblems are in order: the emblem is a hybrid literary form with its roots in sixteenth-century Italy and Germany. In his Emblematum liber (1522; the first illustrated edition was published in 1531), the famous Italian legal scholar Andrea Alciato (or Alciati) created the emblem book by combining adages and epigrams and added, at the request of his publisher, woodcut pictures to make the whole easier to understand for those lacking adequate knowledge of Latin and Greek.29 The book, published in Germany, was very successful and served as a model for others to come, both on the Continent and in England. The three-part structure of motto–picture–poem, however, was codified in the work of subsequent authors, such as Georgette de Montenay in her Emblems ou Devises Chrestiennes (1571) and Geffrey Whitney’s A Choice of Emblemes (1586). Alciato also set the standard for the presentation in which each emblem is featured on a new page, beginning with motto and picture and then verse text following. The emblem’s purpose, and that of the emblem book more generally, was to impart a social, spiritual, or moral lesson and to be read and interpreted as a manual for future behavior. Stories from Classical mythology were mined for their wisdom, but turned to Christian ways of thought through the combination of pictura–inscriptio–subscriptio.30 As Charles Moseley notes, the emblem’s text and picture are equally important in “the aim to teach a moral truth so that the memory will grasp it not as a mere formula but—this is important—as an experience, which will be a guide to understanding and conduct.”31

This description of the look and purpose of the emblem may seem fairly abstract without a concrete example. To that end, consider an emblem from Alciato’s Emblem Book, starting with the inscription: “Quae supra nos nihil ad nos”, or, What is above us is nothing to do with us.”32 A more colloquial translation reads, “What lies above us is none of our business.”33 The woodcut illustration shows a man lying beneath a blasted tree with an enormous bird perched upon him pecking at an exposed internal organ (see Plate 10).

The six-line poem is translated from the Latin by Moseley as follows:

Prometheus, hanging forever on his Caucasian rock, has his liver torn asunder by the claw of the holy bird [the eagle of Zeus] and would certainly wish in his disgust he had not made mankind. And, disgusted with the men of clay, he curses the torch lit with the stolen fire. The breasts of those far-seeing men who are keen to know the circumstances of heaven and the gods are gnawed by various worries.34

Even if one finds the story of Prometheus and his punishment clear from this image (illustrations from other editions—and there are many—that show Prometheus’s chains provide a helpful clue missing here) and the verse useful in illuminating how Prometheus’s story was read symbolically as a warning to mankind about overreaching in the desire for knowledge, it may be difficult for a reader to put all three together. In the picture, we see Prometheus in torment, and if one knows the story, one knows this punishment resulted from his disobedience to Zeus and his protection of humanity. The motto tells us that the hierarchy between gods and men is absolute, and the poem links Prometheus’s physical pain resulting from the eagle gnawing at his flesh with a metaphorical, psychological pain described as “worries.” So, what’s the moral lesson? It might appear to be “stay in your place and be content” or “beware pride”—but a more sophisticated reading, such as the one offered by Moseley, below, requires a deeper knowledge than many readers possess today of the myth of Prometheus, Latin, and the contemporary iconography of the eagle:

The verse looks straightforward but is not. Prometheus’s suffering was ultimately ended by Hercules, and both were benefactors of mankind and accorded divine honours: the winning of wisdom is accompanied by pain, but ultimately its noble goal receives divine recognition. Thus it is only ironically that the emblem invites us not to seek for wisdom; for the eagle which tears is also a bird of good omen (there is a pun on this sense of praepes [winged]) and is the messenger of Zeus.35

Oh. As I hope that this brief example of one sixteenth-century emblem makes clear, one must not be too concerned if its “answer” did not spring readily to mind without a gloss or commentary for assistance in its interpretation. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century emblems are very difficult for modern readers to grasp (even in translation): not only are the sign systems far removed from our visual vocabulary today, but also the turns and complexities of the poems may provide more puzzlement than clarity. But this was the case for many contemporary readers as well. Moseley argues that the emblem “is a deliberately clever creation, purposely subtle and difficult, demanding resourcefulness, intelligence and an awareness in its readers of the complex nature of their own perception.”36 Elizabeth See Watson concurs that the condensed nature of the visual and verbal components of the emblem add to the interpretative sophistication of the form: “When to the brevity of the adage was joined one small picture and one (usually) short poem in the new miniature genre of the emblem, the potential for interpretation of meaning grew correspondingly in breadth.”37 Perhaps Rosalie L. Colie’s firm conclusion about the self-conscious difficulty of the emblem may provide comfort to the modern reader: “. . . far more than the adage, the emblem mimics the theory of the hieroglyph, a presentation of the truth veiled, to be understood only by the initiate or the piercing reader.”38

Colie’s “piercing reader” would be tested in reading emblems throughout the heyday of the emblem book in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe and England, as well as in interpreting other artistic forms of the early modern era writ large that include the emblem in one way or another. The masque, painting, poetry, and fable, through their use of metaphor as a means to communicate abstraction, each contain aspects or traces of the emblematic, a form of great power and perseverance.39 Indeed, the emblem tradition did not conclude in the seventeenth century: during the Romantic era and into the nineteenth century, a revival of the emblem may be glimpsed in the illustrated poetry of William Blake, the symbolic poetry of Coleridge and in many works for children. Today, in more prosaic fashion, ubiquitous product logos with mottos similarly participate in the symbolic mode of communication found in early and later emblem books. For example, the Nike “swoosh,” with its energetic sweep reminiscent of Mercury’s winged sandals, coupled with the exhortation “just do it”—a motto informed both by the concept that failing to exercise is a particularly moral failing and that exercise may be equated with success and “winning”—is an emblem as universally recognized as the sunflower, which always turns its face to the sun (as should the soul to God), would have been in Shakespeare’s or Jeffrey Hudson’s day.

To return, once again, to Hudson: the miniaturized, condensed, essential nature of an “epitome,” as described in The New Yeare’s Gift about Jeffrey Hudson, may remind us of the emblem itself—given the miniature and didactic nature of both. Congruencies between the emblem and the figure of the dwarf form the basis of my argument about the emblem genre as informing “dwarf discourse.” Both the emblem and the dwarf are forms that may be understood as signs and texts simultaneously; that is, so often the dwarf character (whether actual, as in the case of Jeffrey Hudson, or imagined) is both pictured and inscribed, with mottos or labels mapped onto its figure. Indeed, reading emblematically helps us to interpret the dwarf in his many guises and roles throughout history. The verbal nature of Hudson is plainly communicated through the textual metaphors and writing that surrounded him during his lifetime and which remain today. His relationship to the work of the emblem is directly described in The New Yeare’s Gift: dwarfs are “accounted emblematically necessary, to denote those who desire to approach neere Princes ought not to be ambitious of any Greatnese, but [ought] to acknowledge all their court-lustre is but a beame of the Royall Sunne their Master.”40 This statement, which functions like the motto of the emblem, reminds readers of the court dwarf’s low position in relation to the king and of the gratitude and loyalty owed to the monarch. The message, while ostensibly confined to the figure of the court dwarf, may be extended to reach the king’s ordinary subjects who also ought to recognize their rightful inferior place and exercise proper conduct toward their ruler. As I have suggested above, The New Yeare’s Gift itself includes an emblem in the old style: the Latin caption underneath the Droeshout engraving of Hudson—“Gaze on with wonder, and discerne in me/The abstract of the world’s Epitome”—promotes a moral message about human littleness.

While images of, and poems about, dwarf characters were not especially common in early modern emblems or those from the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, for that matter, the dwarf figure appears in popular emblem books by Alciato, Father Cats (the seventeenth-century Dutch moralizing poet and statesman Jacob Cats who successfully brought emblems to a wider audience) and “R. B.” (the pseudonym of Nathaniel Crouch, a late seventeenth-century English bookseller and amateur historian).41 In two of the three emblems from this set of authors/compilers, the emblem’s meaning about the dwarf figure relates closely to the idea that one should understand one’s place and status and not attempt to change either. This lesson is inextricably connected to size in which the powerful figure (whether pictured or imagined) is larger than is typical and the upstart or even inhuman figure is much smaller than what is considered to be “normal.”

To take Alciato first: emblem LVIII incorporates elements of the Greek myths about the labors of Hercules and his battle with the pygmies, a race of tiny people mentioned in the writings of Homer, Pliny, Herodotus, and Aristotle.42 Depending on the edition of Alciato’s emblems, the image variously depicts a giant sleeping with a club in his hand surrounded by a tribe of tiny warriors or a giant crushing the amassed miniature fighters. The motto, “in eos qui supra vires quicquam audent” (which may be translated as “against those who dare anything beyond their strength”), read with the picture clearly links bodily size with the futility of attempting to confront those with great power: the audacious—and stupid—warriors are described as “pigmies” and “dwarves,” while the powerful is the mighty Hercules. This emblem was included and adapted by English emblematist Geffrey Whitney in his Choice of Emblemes (1586). In the first stanza of Whitney’s translation of the poem, the pygmies are called “foolishe dwarffes” whose “force was all too smalle”43 and the second stanza reminds readers that the metaphors of size and strength are related to social status as well as to intelligence: “This warneth us, that nothinge paste our strengthe/Wee shoulde attempe: nor anie worke pretende,/Above our power: lest that with shame at lengthe/Wee weakelinges prove, and fainte before the ende./The pore, that strive with mightie, this doth blame:/And sottes, that seeke the learned to defame.”44

Alciato’s conceit in which humans of small size stand in for powerlessness, for false ambition and for foolishness is repeated in an example from Delights for the Ingenious, in above Fifty Select and Choice Emblems, Divine and Moral, Ancient and Modern (1684), a late seventeenth-century emblem book compiled by “R. B.” (hereafter referred to by his actual name, Nathaniel Crouch).45 Like Jacob Cats before him (although a compiler and collector rather than a distinguished poet and moralist), Crouch popularized the emblem for the ordinary reader, uniting entertainment with usefulness.46 Crouch was an inveterate borrower of material (in his histories) and method. By the latter point about “method” I mean that Crouch adopted the fortune-telling game made popular by George Wither in his A Collection of Emblemes (1635). Crouch, like Wither before him, created a kind of toy book out of Delights for the Ingenious through a paper volvelle (or wheel) and pointer attached by string to the back of the book. Upon the wheel 56 equal partitions are drawn, like slivers, and each “piece of the pie” is given a number, from one to 56. Players take turns spinning the pointer and determining which number it lands upon and then reading the corresponding emblem out loud to the other participants, making special note of the moral as something that the reciting player needs to hear in particular. Thus, the lottery leavens the serious aspect of the emblem form without dispensing with the moralizing aspect entirely by creating a game out of discovering an emblem (and lesson) meant for each player.

In his introductory poem to the reader, Crouch anticipates and deflects any criticism that might be launched against his work for bringing a game of chance together with the serious work of the emblem.47 He asserts, “This Game occasions not the frequent crime/Of swearing, or misspending our time,/Nor loss of money, for the Play is short,/And every Gamester winneth by the sport . . . .”48 Following Wither, a few of the emblems are labeled “M” beneath the lottery number and after the text. This indicates that the emblem is suited for men only, and if a woman lands on this number she must take another turn.

One such “masculine” emblem is VIII, the dwarf emblem (see Plate 11). In this emblem, the dwarf figure pictured is not proportionate, but a big-headed and small-limbed little man. In this way, the character is unlike the perfectly formed Jeffrey Hudson. Although I am hazarding a guess here, I find it likely that Hudson was a figure known to Crouch, a successful bookseller and historian whose inexpensive, easy-to-read books about the monarchy, past and present, contained as many facts as possible to divert the common reader. The illustration certainly references the styles of fifty years before the publication of Delights for the Ingenious, as the dwarf pictured is a perfect Caroline courtier, complete with doublet, breeches, plumed hat, and van Dyck beard (although his large ruff harks back to a slightly earlier age). Other important elements of the picture include the twisted limbs of the dwarf, suggesting deformity, a bird in flight over his shoulder, and the large oval mirror in front of which the character stands, on stilts. In other ways, too, the emblem, through its motto and poem, calls to mind the messages about size and self that Jeffrey Hudson’s tiny body next to the royal and beastly (especially the monkey) elicited in both the paintings and poetry discussed above. The motto, “Quid si sic?” asks “What if you wish so”? And the couplet, condensing the message of the whole, reads, “Though he endeavor all he can,/An Ape will never be a man.”49 Here we have dwarf and monkey brought together again and set apart from the human. The opening of the poem reinforces the idea of the futility and ignominiousness of men who attempt to “look big” and be more than they are: “What though an Apish-Pigmy in attire,/His Dwarfish Body Gyant-like array?/Turn Brave, & get him Stilts to seem the higher?/What would so doing handsome him, I pray?/Now surely such a Mimick sight as that,/Would with excessive laughter move your Spleen,/Till you had made the little Dandiprat/To lye within some Auger-hole unseen.”50 The poem concludes by invoking the laughter and scorn such figures cloaked in both fine clothes and pretense to virtue must call forth: “For when to gross Unworthiness, Men add/Those dues which to the Truest-worth pertain;/Tis like an Ape, in Human Vestments clad,/Which when most fine, deserveth most disdain:/And more Absurd, those Men appear to me,/Then this Fantastick Monkey seems to thee.”51 In other words, the dwarf figure is used once again to signify, in visual and textual fashion, the tragicomic mode of helpless and hapless striving to become more than one’s birth (and body) allows.

The bird in flight offers another clue to this emblem concerning the negative consequences due to those who indulge in overweening ambition. The eagle is a key avian symbol that recurs in emblem books throughout the centuries. In two additional emblems from Delights of the Ingenious the bird pictured is identified as an eagle. Reminding us of the eagle’s classical role as Zeus’s messenger and good omen, Emblem XVII’s eagle helps the virtuous man to heaven; and similarly, in Emblem XLIV, the eagle assists man in elevating his thoughts to God.52 Other examples of the eagle icon, in this case for young readers, may be found in John Huddlestone Wynne’s Choice Emblems, Natural, Historical, Fabulous, Moral and Divine, for the Improvement and Pastime of Youth (1772). In Wynne’s emblem XXVIII, “on ambition,” the child reader learns that “the Eagle has ever been reckoned an emblem of ambition”;53 the pictured eagle’s “ambition” to move a log chained to his leg is considered sheer lunacy and a false ambition. If we take eagle symbolism in the aggregate, then, it’s clear that the eagle’s ambition may be either sacred or profane. To return to Crouch: the eagle on the wing in his dwarf emblem is a reminder of an ambition that is outsized and thus immoral and underscores the overall meaning of the emblem against “aping” or mimicking those one resembles but may never reach.

English emblem authors and collectors such as John Bunyan in the seventeenth century; Wynne in the eighteenth century; and Richard Pigot, who translated and adapted Jacob Cats’s popular early seventeenth-century Dutch emblems for Victorian readers, found the didactic emblem to be an obvious and useful format for the instruction of young readers. The title page of Wynne’s Choice Emblems quotes lines from Goldsmith, playing, yet again, with the notion of multum in parvo, here in terms of the salutary effect of the miniature form of the emblem on the youthful mind: “Say, should the philosophic mind disdain/that good, which makes each humbler bosom vain?/Let school-taught pride dissemble all it can,/These little things are great to little man.”54 Mindful of their appeal to child readers, as one might expect, “little men,” that is, children, are much more plentiful as child characters in emblem books designed for young readers than they are in works for learned and adult readers. Similarly, the short stature and low status, as compared to that of adults, and the underestimation that children may face, is metaphorically alluded to in emblems that, rather than focusing on overweening pride or the powerlessness of the small, grant a greater acknowledgment of the child’s abilities. For example, in the emblem of the gnat and the lion, the enormous lion is sorely troubled and blinded by the tiny stinging gnat. The moral poem concludes, “There’s neither man nor brute so great/But, like the Lion pictur’d here,/May learn to rue the wrath and hate/Of that which seem’d too small to fear.”55

In Jacob Cats’s moral emblems, small size is not limited to the symbolic child; a little man/dwarf figure makes his appearance in an elegantly illustrated Victorian edition. The illustrations, by Adrian van de Venne, first accompanied the 1618 Dutch Folio edition of Cats’s work. Van de Venne’s illustrations may be distinguished from the general field of early modern and eighteenth-century emblem picturae—which tended to be simple woodcuts—through their fine detail and elaborate decorations. Indeed, van de Venne’s illustrations of Cats’s work are said to have influenced Joshua Reynolds who, when learning the art of drawing as a child, studiously copied them.56

The “dwarf” emblem actually features two hunchbacks, but the illustration and verse make clear that they are, in fact, coded as dwarfs (see Plate 12). In this emblem, the reader is exhorted to recognize and resist a negative aspect of human nature: we see others’ faults much more easily than our own. This ugly truth is metaphorized literally as the hump upon the figures’ backs: “the hunchback sees not his own hump, but he sees his neighbour’s.”57 Interestingly, although both figures are squat and disfigured by their humps, this is where the congruence between the two ends. The mocking man’s plain dress, hat, short sword and missing teeth signal a lower status compared to his elegantly dressed “neighbor.” Not only is his hump smaller than his aggressor’s, but the smiling, strolling man sports the slashed doublet, long sword, cloak and plumed hat of nobility. The reader’s attention is brought to bear upon the grimacing, pointing man: “Yet he himself; the Jeerer, what is he?—?/A crooked Dwarf, mis-shap’d from head to toe.”58 While the similarly aristocratically dressed dwarf figure in the 1684 Delights for the Ingenious is typed and “othered” as a hideous figure to be scorned for his mimicry and vanity, van de Venne’s strutting nobleman dwarf (the illustration perhaps functions as a marker of a bygone age of male dress that would appear ridiculous to mid-Victorian child readers), is credited as being, in effect, “one of us.” Finally, the lesson reminds youth that a person’s true worth will never be revealed by externals such as clothing, shape, or size: “Look not in scorn upon thy brother’s shape,/If nature chose to vary it from thine;/For though it may resemble more the Ape,/It may have Light within far more divine!”59 Here, although the connection between the dwarf and ape remains close, quite unlike the other emblems under discussion in which the dwarf/ape plays a role, this moral asserts that appearance is a poor indicator of virtue and should not be used to judge character.

Yet, in each instance, the tiny, deformed, not-quite-human or homely figure is used symbolically to point out an imbalance in human nature or conduct. In the miniature world created by each emblem, the “ugly” behavior outgrows better nature and overwhelms it. Such imbalances—which the dwarf as both out of size (too small) and a man at the same time helps to make visual—are resolved in the didactic poem and motto which themselves offer an important (or big) lesson through a condensed visual and textual unit. The emblems that feature the dwarf figure as representing an ape, “pigmy,” foolishness, pride, vanity, or un-Christian behavior rest, in part, upon oxymoron and paradox, two devices essential to the didactic symbolic pictures of the emblem tradition. Referring in particular to Achille Bocchi’s Symbolicarum Quaestionum de Universo Genere (Symbolic Questions, 1555), but helpful in considering emblems through time, emblem scholar Elizabeth See Watson comments, “In the texts of the emblems . . . the most common topics involve the play of opposites: greatest/smallest, one/many, wisdom/foolishness, war/peace, and the oxymorons of love.”60 The dwarf is the perfect symbol for the emblem form itself as his very body suggests the paradox of both man and not-man (or almost-man) at the same time and the oxymoronic meaning of multum in parvo, much in little.

As I have suggested through my reading of one aspect of van Dyck’s Queen Henrietta Maria and Jeffrey Hudson, another symbolic use to which the dwarf is put both textually and, especially, visually, is indebted both to the idea of multum in parvo and to questioning notions of childhood. That is, the dwarf also stands as a kind of mid-point figure in the human development spectrum from child to adult. Once again, the dwarf is a figure of imbalance used to resolve the tensions that surround differences. The Puritan John Bunyan points to the conflation of size, age, and agency in his preface “to the reader” in his A Book for Boys and Girls: Or, Country Rhimes for Children (1686—better known as Divine Emblems: or Temporal Things Spiritualized, the title given to the book in the eighteenth century).61 Bunyan acknowledges that attempts to teach children by talking down to them or treating them like adults in understanding will fail because children’s interests are different from those of men and women. The “thunder-bolts” of knowledge and morality shot at children by “ministers” and others of the past miss their mark every time: “these Dwarfs they touched not.”62 Bunyan calls children “dwarfs” in a good-humored way, as a kind of joke, but I believe that a serious message about childhood underlies such usage, a message we have glimpsed in van Dyck’s work and will explore in greater detail through the masterpieces of his contemporary, the celebrated Spanish court painter, Diego Velázquez.

Framing the Dwarf

I would like to introduce considerations of dwarf/child pairings in the art of Velázquez by asking how gender impacts manifestations of dwarf discourse found in the visual and literary cultures of early modern through eighteenth-century Europe. To help me in this regard, I turn to a portrait of another early modern royal figure and her dwarf, The Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia and Her Dwarf (c. 1598–1600) by Frans Pourbus the Younger (see Plate 13).

The context surrounding the creation of the portrait as well as a number of its formal elements reminds us of van Dyck’s Queen Henrietta Maria and Jeffrey Hudson: the portrait of Isabella Clara Eugenia, by birth an infanta of Spain and Portugal and by marriage an archduchess, whose distinguished lineage includes members of the House of Hapsburg, the French royal family, as well as the Medici, was given as a diplomatic gift to James VI of Scotland in 1603 on the occasion of his accession to the throne as James I of England.63 Some thirty-odd years later, the official portrait Queen Henrietta Maria and Jeffrey Hudson was also designated as a gift (although the intended recipient is unknown today). Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia ultimately ended up in Charles I’s collection of fine art. Van Dyck may well have been inspired by the composition of this painting in creating his commentary on the young Henrietta Maria—a centrally placed, imposing and elegantly dressed woman, flanked to the figure’s right with a dwarf to whom she gestures, and to her left with an allegorical object signifying status. In Henrietta Maria’s case, this object is the crown (she was never actually crowned, but the sign of the monarchy establishes her position as queen) and in Isabella’s, the object is the large red chair—not a throne, but an indicator that she may sit in the presence of royalty.64 The female subject of the painting gazes directly at the viewer, a gentle smile barely tugging at her lips. And then there is the dwarf. Unnamed, the dwarf figure is partially hidden by Archduchess Isabella’s voluminous gown. She holds a tiny glove in her tiny hand and appears to clasp the back of Isabella’s skirt. This gesture establishes the dwarf’s physical connection to Archduchess Isabella as she, too, gazes calmly toward the viewer, unlike Jeffrey Hudson, whose anxious glance is all for his queen.

Not only does the overall triangular shape in the placement of her arms and width of the hooped skirt of the little dwarf mimic the bell-like angle of Isabella’s stiff embroidered dress over the conical Spanish farthingale, but the facial features of the two females in the contours of the jaw, nose, eyes, and lips are also remarkably similar. The family resemblance is such that one might mistakenly take the dwarf to be Isabella Clara Eugenia’s child—even given the slightly jarring note that a womanly face on a small body produces. It is within the depicted relationship between the sitters—large and small—that gender plays one part, I believe, in shaping the dwarf discourse represented by this portrait. There is little body, bold gesture or movement in portraits of noble women of the period. The “body” depicted is face and hands alone, unlike portraits of men in which the shape of the leg may be emphasized, or a martial stance or contemplative position. By contrast, female figures framed in official portraits are confined by the dress and deportment of gentility. This is the case for the female dwarf figure as well as for her mistress. Along with the body, conventions of female clothing also combine the two into one figure of nobility and its privilege. Gender helps to create the archduchess and dwarf as a matched set, like with like.

The connection between the two female figures, however, is not simply one of the small feminine figure mirroring the larger figure. Their relationship, I suggest, is one of “chiasmus,” a term from rhetoric, taken broadly, that identifies a pattern of reversal. A famous example of literary chiasmus is Keats’s phrase, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty” (“Ode to a Grecian Urn,” 1819). The term “chiasmus” is named for the Greek letter chi (X); symbolically the X represents chiasmus in visual form. The power within the chiastic turn comes not only from surprise and sometimes humor, but also from the tension that holds the X, or pattern, together. Although chiasmus is typically considered a rhetorical figure, we may find chiastic relationships within other art forms, including visual art.

Chiasmus functions in this portrait in two ways: in terms of composition and narrative. To take the latter first, why might the figure of the female dwarf have been necessary to tell the story of the Archduchess for a royal audience? As suggested earlier, the presence of exotics including dwarfs in aristocratic households was a convention of early modern Europe, demonstrating cosmopolitanism and status. However, other elements might have performed the same role in denoting Isabella’s character and interests in Pourbus the Younger’s painting. The female dwarf, I suggest, provides an important foil for the archduchess, highlighting in both her similarity to her mistress and in the reversal of that similarity—held in tension within the painting—the archduchess’s womanly dignity and maturity.

Compositionally, it is easy to map Xs upon the figures given that their waists appear pinched in contrast to the illusion of wide hips created by the farthingales. These visual Xs ground the figures within the painting via the exaggerated skirts and frame the faces by way of the cartwheel lace ruffs each woman wears. In addition to the structural chiasmus found in the position and shape of the figures, recurring patterns of opposites and reversals may be found in the use of color, ornament, and size. For example, the archduchess is dressed in white overlaid with rich embroidery, including the fleur-de-lis, denoting French royalty (on her mother’s side), while the dwarf is in black and her dress is decorated with bands of simple chevron design. Interestingly, the patterns of the fleur-de-lis symbols and the chevrons are both right-side-up and inverted in the cloth. The reversal of dark and light coloration may be glimpsed in each woman’s complexion: the dwarf’s glowing white skin stands in contrast to Isabella’s darker complexion. (Better reproductions of the painting in color make Isabella’s olive skin tone evident, an aspect of her appearance that had at times been remarked upon by her contemporaries). Size reversal is centered within the figure of the dwarf whose childlike size belies her woman’s age. The patterns of reversal and opposition found in these differences in coloration, ornamentation, and size are highlighted in the objects centered in each woman’s chest—cross and rosette—the location of the central joint of the Xs we may imagine mapped upon the figures. That is, the cross, a devotional piece worn by the Catholic Isabella Clara Eugenia as a sign of faith and concern with the next life contrasts with the flower—an element of the natural world—worn on the breast of the dwarf. The earthly and ephemeral status of the plucked flower contrasts with the enduring and stable symbol of everlasting life. The dwarf’s “crown” of flowers, a feminine ornament of childhood, may be compared with the archduchess’s elaborate bejeweled tiara, a sign of the continuity and gravitas of royal dynasty. Ultimately, in the painting Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia and Her Dwarf, no matter the age of the dwarf handmaid, the chiastic relationship between the two figures positions the female dwarf figure as an antithesis of the archduchess. While they share a gender, the significant difference in size, coloration, and ornamentation between the figures confines or frames the dwarf within the sphere (or criss-cross) of “childhood,” a childhood she will not outgrow due to her subordinate status, stature, and gender, thus emphasizing the womanly nature and maturity of the female aristocrat who is the subject of the painting.

An earlier portrait of Isabella Clara Eugenia and a dwarf, this one by court painter Alonzo Sánchez Coello, favorite of Philip II, The Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia and Magdalena Ruiz (1585–1588), helps me to make a more general point about age and dwarf discourse and to serve as a transition to a discussion of the dwarf subject in the royal portraits of Diego Velázquez (see Plate 14).

While there is much to say about this painting, I will focus on the dwarf figure who, unlike any of the other dwarf portraits or emblems under discussion, is elderly and stands to the left of the painting’s subject (on the viewer’s right). The noblewoman, in a now familiar gesture, puts out a firm hand in benevolence or even blessing, while gazing directly at the viewer. Our friend the monkey makes another appearance, this time in the arms of the aged servant. Contrasting colors, headwear, and size once again emphasize the difference between the imposing figure and the female dwarf whose age reminds the viewer of the conclusion of life and end of beauty as well as stressing the vitality of the haughty infanta. Into old age Isabella Clara Eugenia will surely go, yet this portrait seems to suggest at the same time—by way of the dwarf as “other” (here in terms of age, size and in relation to the quasi-human monkeys which she cradles)—the heights of majesty the aristocracy could both attain and sustain.

Isabella Clara Eugenia was a member of the House of Hapsburg, the dynastic European family whose power, wealth, and influence—primarily consolidated through intermarriage (marriages between first cousins and uncles–nieces was common)—was used to “defend” Christianity from Islam and Catholicism from Protestantism in kingdoms across the Continent, including Austria, Hungary, Bohemia, Spain, Portugal and the Holy Roman Empire. The house was split into two major lines, Hapsburg Spain (the senior line) and Hapsburg Austria (the junior line). In 1623, Philip IV, King of Spain and Portugal and Ruler of the Spanish Netherlands, the son of Philip III and his wife, Margaret of Austria (also of the House of Hapsburg), invited the young painter Diego Velázquez to enter his household and serve as court painter. Velázquez would be associated with the Hapsburgs, documenting the king, the royal family, other important courtiers, and Spanish court life in general, for the rest of his career. Svetlana Alpers maintains that Velázquez’s position as a courtier cannot be separated from his role as the primary painter for the king: “His performance as an artist was that of a courtier. His painting was a merging of the two roles.”65 Indeed, Velázquez ultimately became very close to the king and was named to a succession of important offices that integrated him fully into the inner circle of courtiers surrounding the monarch, culminating with his appointment as Chamberlain of the Royal Palace. In the year before his death he was invested with the Order of Santiago (a Christian military-religious order of knights), an honorary knighthood and elevation of his social status that he had long coveted.

Europe’s greatest Baroque painters, of which Velázquez is surely one, of course, are made, not born, trained through apprenticeship and travel. Like van Dyck, and many other painters, Velázquez was influenced by the celebrated master Peter Paul Rubens. They met in 1628 or 1629 when Rubens visited the Spanish court on a diplomatic mission. An admirer of Caravaggio, Velázquez had never been to Italy and that lack in his education needed addressing. Thus, upon the advice of Rubens and with royal permission, in 1630 he traveled to Italy to study the great masters. Soon afterward, Velázquez returned and established his unique style of color, brushwork, and naturalism for the glory of the Spanish court. Velázquez is credited with having a very sensitive brush and an abiding interest in telling the stories of the various courtiers who sat before him. As Alpers remarks, “He paints the royal dwarfs with the same interest as he paints the king.”66 Part of Velázquez’s job, in the tradition of court painters across the European courts throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was to immortalize the children of the reigning king and queen, in particular the heir apparent. The impetus driving the remarkable proliferation of these royal portraits, as we have seen in the case of van Dyck and the children of Charles I and Henrietta Maria, was the need to provide visual assertions of the health and future of the monarchy. Accordingly, early in his career at court, one of Velázquez’s primary employments was to paint the very young heir to the throne, Prince Baltasar Carlos, in the context of dynastic succession.

A good example of such a painting may be found in Prince Baltasar Carlos in the Riding School (c. 1639–1640) (see Plate 15). In this layered composition, figures appear in the middle ground while the background is dominated by one of the imposing towers that formed part of the Buen Retiro palace, Philip IV’s suburban Madrid “pleasant retreat” set amidst an enormous garden park.67 There is no mistaking the subject of the painting, however; the ten-year-old Prince Baltasar Carlos sits his mount with supreme confidence, gazing directly at the viewer. The horse and rider fill the entire lower left-hand quadrant of the painting. Their great size miniaturizes the adult men, including the Master of the Hunt and the Count Duke of Olivares, powerful advisor to the king, behind him and to his left. Philip IV and his first wife, Isabella of Bourbon, are mere miniatures in the background, standing with others on a balcony and watching their son ride. Baltasar Carlos is depicted as a skilled rider able to perform the classical dressage movement known as “levade” in which the horse balances briefly on its hind legs, its front legs raised to a 30–35 degree angle.68 Dressage airs such as levade and pesade developed from military training exercises and the fact that the young prince is shown engaging in such feats of horsemanship helps to affirm his fitness for a future role as king and commander. Indeed, Baltasar Carlos appears as solid as the tower of the Buen Retiro itself. The heir apparent and the monarch’s palace combine into one symbol of enduring power and prestige. Baltasar Carlos’s mastery over his horse, his Hapsburg ancestry clearly shown in his facial features, mirrors the political control the ruling family enjoys and seeks to sustain. The painting communicates a direct message: Prince Baltasar Carlos is invested with the confidence of his father and the hope of the nations he will rule and, though still a child, he is ready to rise to the greatness that should be his destiny, given his birth.69

As we have seen in other European court paintings from the Baroque period, the figure of the dwarf often accompanies such allegories of present or future “greatness.” Prince Baltasar Carlos in the Riding School is no exception and provides my first example of child-and-dwarf in Velázquez’s portraiture. Tucked behind the rearing horse but on the same plane as the men who serve the king and his heir (Olivares, the Master of the Hunt, and the prince’s valet) stands the dwarf, often identified as Sebastián de Morra.70 The presence of the dwarf is curious. This figure is in shadow and wedged between the luxurious sweep of the horse’s magnificent tail on one side and the frame of the painting on the other. Why paint the dwarf into such a tight spot on the canvas, creating what appears to be an awkward pictorial afterthought?

Before I attempt to address this question, other puzzles worth consideration surface in this painting. Both Baltasar Carlos and Morra, if the figure is indeed Sebastián de Morra, face the viewer—like Olivares on the opposite side of the painting—and all three of these figures wear inscrutable expressions. What might each party be thinking? A wide gulf separates the prime minister and the prince, and an even greater distance exists between the prince and his parents, who gather on a different plane altogether. Size and scale juxtapositions in which the most powerful body in the image—the king—is among the very smallest and the child by far the largest figure, create a kind of destabilizing oscillation between big and small and, more importantly, adult king and child prince.71 Who is masterful here? While Alpers reminds us, quite rightly I believe, as the later dwarf portraits demonstrate, “A resistance to social distinctions seems part of [Velázquez’s] way of painting,” the court dwarf seems to owe his forced presence not simply to verisimilitude (Checa argues that this painting does not refer to a specific moment in time) or to convention.72 Rather, the dwarf performs necessary work in helping to establish what size and age mean in the heated context of the Spanish court and its anxieties about succession. Once again, the figure that mediates between a body in transition and its aspiration or inevitable status—in this case, between the king who is and the child who is destined to replace him (rather than between monarch and monkey or between beauty and old age)—is the dwarf. In this painting, dwarf and child unite through composition and brushstroke. For example, dwarf and child are connected through the color red via the red band around the dwarf’s hat and his red sleeves and the crown prince’s light red sash. More significantly, the dwarf figure blends with the horse itself. Although the dwarf is not actually standing right behind the horse, the perspective suggests that the dwarf and the horse/rider form one chimerical being. We have seen this combination of animal, child, dwarf—in different iterations—in van Dyck’s portraits of Jeffrey Hudson and in emblems for young readers. In each case arguments about becoming or embodying an ideal are made—whether that ideal is to grow into adulthood, into reason, humanity or majesty—and require the interplay of age, size, and difference. In order to be crowned king, Prince Baltasar Carlos must simply outlive his father. However, in order to become fully regal he must assume mastery over both horse and dwarf, certainly, and he must also internalize the “difference” that the dwarf represents in this context (social inferiority, obligation, insignificance) and become “large,” both physically and politically. The king worked very hard on this last point, raising his son’s stature by increasing his future dominions: while a teenager, Baltasar Carlos was made prince of the kingdoms of Aragón, Gerona, Valencia, and Navarre.

Yet, the glory for Baltasar Carlos, for the Hapsburg dynasty, promised by this painting, failed to materialize. Prince Baltasar Carlos died of smallpox in October 1646, just before his seventeenth birthday. The death of Philip IV’s only son and heir destroyed the hopes for the succession. Given his wife’s death a few years earlier, and the loss of the crown prince, the king would be forced to marry quickly in an attempt to secure a new male heir.73 While history shifts at this point away from Baltasar Carlos, our interest in him remains. Baltasar Carlos’s intertwined history with the figure of the dwarf does not conclude with this Velázquez painting or with his death. Both the early Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf (1632) and Velázquez’s most celebrated painting, Las Meninas (1656), play crucial roles in the articulation of what I have called dwarf discourse.

To take the portrait of Baltasar Carlos as a toddler first: certainly great joy attended his birth in October 1629 (see Plate 16). The heir to the throne was celebrated in a ceremony held on March 7, 1632 in which the nobles of Castile swore allegiance to the nearly two-year-old. Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf was painted in commemoration of that event.74 This canvas is the first of Velázquez’s dwarf paintings and, as such, offers a unique view of the value and depth of interest that Velázquez and the royal family invested in their court dwarfs. Most intriguing for me is the fact that this official portrait of dynastic succession includes a dwarf figure as a competing subject with the royal child.

In many ways this is a very conventional portrait of royalty. The prince is framed by opulent drapery; to his left a plumed hat of the kind the king wears rests on a plush tasseled pillow. Drapery, pillow, and patterned carpet are in shades of rich red. The prince wears an armor collar (“gorget”); general’s sash, also in red; and clasps a general’s baton, clear symbols of his future as king and military leader. His left hand rests on the intricate hilt of a dagger or sword hidden under his sash. His costume is elaborately embroidered in gold and his neck and wrists are encircled with delicate lace. Each accessory and every element of his dress’s ornamentation draws attention to his rank and his future role. The dress itself, however, and his pink-cheeked cherubic face, round eyes, and wispy fair hair, all indicate a very young child. Rather than jarring, this clash between baby and majesty charms and invites the viewer’s smile.75

The painting is a double portrait, and any interpretation of it must account for the additional small figure below Baltasar Carlos (the prince stands on a carpeted step). This figure is a female dwarf who fills the lower left-hand corner of the frame and who may herself be a child (her identity is unknown).76 Her dress is dark but elegant; she wears a simple flared collar, choker beads and a white linen apron. She looks back at the prince, her eyes straining in their corners, in an expression reminiscent of the anxiety we see on Jeffrey Hudson’s face as he looks at Henrietta Maria in Queen Henrietta Maria with Jeffrey Hudson, painted the very next year by van Dyck. The dwarf holds a jeweled rattle in one hand and an apple in the other (Jeffrey Hudson holds a pear); most commentary considers the shapes of these objects as reflecting the orb and scepter of the monarch.77 As the female dwarf is turning her back to the prince and keeping the toys from him, it is reasonable to read the painting’s message as Baltasar Carlos is not meant to play but to rule.

What other messages might this painting convey? The prince is elevated and centered; dwarf figures, when they accompany the nobility, are virtually always framed and contained by the portrait’s corners.78 Certainly, the baby prince’s royalty contrasts with the dwarf’s role as servant and perhaps pet or playmate. It is an attractive conceit for a child prince to associate with an older but same-sized companion. Unlike Prince Baltasar Carlos in the Riding School which juxtaposes large and small figures of differing levels of authority in order, in part, to question those levels of authority, the bodies in Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf are essentially of equal height and dimension. The realization that the second figure in the painting is not another toddler but either a dwarf child or young adult (certainly the figure’s chubby cheeks and plump lips—while much coarser than the fine features, delicate curls, and rosebud mouth of the prince—suggest youth) causes the viewer to pause and perhaps spend more time parsing the portrait’s symbols.79 The presence of another very young child in the portrait—a reasonable choice might have been the son of Antonia de Ipeñarrieta y Galdós, a member of Baltasar Carlos’s staff, whose portrait with her son Luis was also painted by Velázquez—would have detracted from the unique status of the painting’s primary subject. Given the authority granted by size, an adult, even an adult with permission to sit in the presence of royalty, might also have unbalanced the painting’s statement about Baltasar Carlos’s future. This portrait is an intimate portrayal of the power of potential—the future—to cloak the delicacy and vulnerability that attach to dependency and small size; to childhood, in other words. To repeat: “all” that Baltasar Carlos must do in order to become King of Spain is to survive his father. However, the likelihood of his growing out of his youth was low: Philip IV fathered twelve legitimate children by his two wives. From these twelve, only three outlived their father: Maria Theresa (the king’s last child with his first wife, Elizabeth), Margarita Theresa, and Charles II (the latter two children with his second wife, Mariana).While the infant and child mortality rate in seventeenth-century Spain, along with the rest of Europe, was no doubt high, generations of Hapsburg inbreeding certainly weakened the offspring of Philip IV. At the time of the portrait’s creation, all four of Baltasar Carlos’s siblings had predeceased him. By tempering the anxieties of this world in the absent presence of the Castilian noblemen and the king himself, it is the dwarf, in this context of the toddler prince receiving homage from his most highly placed subjects, who fills the frame of the situation appropriately. The portrait ignores the past and declares its truth: the prince will grow up to wield the general’s baton and sword in defense of Spain. Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf enlists the dwarf’s help as a contrastive “shadow” of childhood, and makes a strong statement in support of Baltasar Carlos’s destiny, particularly in the face of the great odds against his success.

Hopes are not so much expressed as aggressively asserted in this portrait, and knowing that they come to naught makes looking at Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf rather poignant. By contrast, Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas (1656; “The Maids of Honor”), celebrated for its ambition, intricacy, and mystery, explores the royal family from a primarily domestic, rather than dynastic, perspective—although the former heir to the throne lingers even here, in the anxiety over the collapsing Spanish court (see Plate 17).

Looking at Las Meninas is an altogether more dizzying prospect than looking at the stiffer and more formal Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf. The enormous canvas is crammed with people, paintings, gestures, reflections, an animal, an artist. For all of the crowded foreground and middle ground, however, the painting also communicates a sense of expansiveness: much of it depicts the empty air above the figures’ heads. This visual record of Philip IV’s family is so well known that it is almost silly to describe it, but here goes: in the immediate left-hand foreground stands an enormous stretched canvas that reaches nearly to the ceiling of a spacious and deep room in the Alcazar Palace, with paintings lining the walls. In the opposite foreground a large dog lies resting. The five-year-old Infanta Margarita Theresa stands in the center of the middle ground, her white-blonde hair and dress shine; she is attended by two young maids of honor who kneel and bend toward her. Two dwarfs surround the dog and the young male dwarf kicks or caresses the oblivious pet. Velázquez himself has stepped back from his painting and considers the subject of his painting or perhaps the viewer, while two adult attendants converse behind the grouping of children. In the background, one of Philip IV’s chamberlains exits the room and in a framed mirror on the far wall behind the assembled party we see the reflection of the king and queen.

What makes this painting so special? The king valued the painting and its artist so much that he had the cross of the Order of Santiago painted on Velázquez’s breast after his death in August 1660. (Velázquez had earned this position, with some effort, in late 1659.) The painting was praised by contemporary artists and art historians—Luca Giordano’s oft-repeated remark that the canvas represents the “theology of painting” may stand in for all early appreciations of the work. Today, Las Meninas enjoys a reputation as one of the most important paintings of all time.

There’s certainly much to talk about. The first puzzle, of course, is the subject of the enormous painting behind which Velázquez stands. Is it the Infanta? The king and queen? The very painting that becomes Las Meninas? Checa considers the masterpiece to be a painting in defense of painting, an argument addressed to the king: that he should support the importance of the office of the painter and his work.80 Critics also discuss the conversation between the mythological paintings hanging on the walls of the Alcazar Palace and the subjects of Las Meninas (in life, these were themselves copies after Rubens and other Flemish painters by Juan Bautista del Mazo, Velázquez’s son-in-law and assistant). Then there is the importance of the self-portrait, the issue of dynastic succession once again, the “modern” techniques of broad brushstrokes and sharp accent strokes, among other topics.81 Whether we consider individual aspects of its artistry or the painting as a whole, the work never fails to fascinate. López-Rey sums up the painting’s power well: “There is in The royal family a starry interplay of ambivalences, with one slant spanning the gulf between the realm of painting and the realm of reality, another underscoring both the Infanta’s regal bearing and her childish charm, a third offering a luminous view of Philip’s forlorn Court, and yet another making vivid at one and the same time the compass of Velázquez’s world—his circumstance—and the might of his brushstroke.”82

Amidst these “ambivalences” and conundrums live the dwarfs. Certainly, Las Meninas is also a painting about the court dwarf and his/her relationship with childhood. The tragic youth Baltasar Carlos, in whose former rooms the painting is set, haunts Las Meninas through his conspicuous absence that has, in fact, instigated the reconfiguration of the royal family on display in the painting. The meanings of dwarf/child are also inverted here: the baby’s contrived performance of masculine power and great ambition played against his dwarf’s tiny stature and toys in Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf is replaced in Las Meninas by his half-sister’s seemingly unselfconscious embodiment of “natural” childhood and femininity attended by other delicate and/or small beings—young handmaids and dwarfs.

There is nothing particularly surprising about the inclusion of the dwarfs Maribárbola and Nicolasito (the playful Nicolas Pertusato) in this portrait of the royal family and court life—as we have seen, Velázquez regularly painted dwarf figures in groups as well as solo subjects. See, for example, the portrait of Francisco Lezcano, intended as decoration, along with other dwarf portraits, for the rehabilitated and refurbished hunting lodge, Torre de la Parada. In her study of images of childhood in art, Erika Langmuir finds only stark differences in this relationship—not only in Las Meninas but also in Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf and in Baroque court dwarf paintings as a genre: “When we strip away all the bustling incidentals, we find once more, as in the juramento portrait of little Baltasar Carlos, the traditional Spanish duo of prince and dwarf, the ideal and its malformed counterpart.”83 Lara R. Bass, too, reads the child and dwarf as essentially foils for each other: “In the case of Las Meninas, it is not so much size that is contrasted as beauty—Maribárbola is the imperfect twin of the infanta at the center.”84 Is the contrastive relationship between royal child and dwarf servant the only way to read their association or that between dwarf and nobility more generally? Certainly, stark juxtapositions of size, gender, status, and authority, as this chapter has demonstrated, populate seventeenth-century portraits of aristocrats and dwarfs. However, assessing these comparisons as simply glorifying the noble and denigrating the dwarf reduces the pairings, or groupings, in the case of Las Meninas, to just one note and ignores the complexities of the dwarf figure and of court life. In this reading, the viewer, too, is channeled to only one way of looking at the dwarf, at childhood, and size, one in which “normality” is made to disavow difference—as if there was anything “normal” or typical about any royal family or monarchy.

Maribárbola’s gaze is one of the puzzles that has intrigued art historians and admirers of the painting alike. While Velázquez, the infanta and the chamberlain all look forward, Maribárbola’s gaze is projected outward, direct and unwavering, undisturbed by any object or person attracting her attention (as the canvas in front of him would engage Velázquez who is pictured in the act of painting, or as the vessel of water offered to Margarita Theresa would distract the princess). Maribárbola is not painting, kicking, attending, conversing, or exiting. She just stands and looks. This quietude links the dwarf figure with the reflected king and queen and infanta who similarly present stillness. If we are drawn to interpret this triumvirate symbolically—as the painting encourages—and perhaps playfully, then taken together the three (if we consider the royal couple as one figure) may be considered to function emblematically. These are the figures in the painting that engage most directly with the viewer or that represent the viewer—in the case of the king and queen, who stand outside the canvas and presumably look in. Like the emblem, the paradoxical Las Meninas requires the participation of the reader/viewer in order for meaning to be made. Indeed, Alpers defines Las Meninas, in contrast to most court paintings, as “a viewer’s picture” with “direct address to the viewer.”85 The painting’s theatricality also links it to the emblem tradition. Karen Pinkus calls the emblem “a play acted out briefly on a two-dimensional stage, often by a player in costume.”86 Certainly, Las Meninas is a piece of theater, encompassing both domestic and dynastic drama within its frame.87

So far, so emblematic, but what about the defining characteristic of the emblem, its three-part structure of picture–motto–poem? The infanta must be the picture (the central image of the painting and the figure drawing together the concerns of both motto and poem); the king and queen, the motto (offering a condensed yet broadly applied message to the picture); and the dwarf Maribárbola, the poem (elaborating the picture and motto). The infanta represents the perfect embodiment of childish feminine beauty and its promise of future fecundity. She is pink and white and gold and holds the hopes of the Hapsburgs in her elegant farthingale’s skirts. The motto, represented by the king and queen, could be read as something like “the righteousness and regality of the dynasty resides in this living expression of love.” And Maribárbola? She explains and complicates, in her small woman’s body and through her cool shared gaze with the viewer, the motto and picture. Certainly, as the infanta’s physical double, Maribárbola’s heavy features, shadowed complexion, and dark, plain dress contrast unfavorably with the light, bright jewel of the princess. This juxtaposition supports the claim by the picture and motto that the infanta is unlike all others and embodies the appropriate vessel for the continuation of the monarchy. In this way, Maribárbola explains the picture and motto through the extreme difference her dwarf body expresses. However, the poem “continues” through her direct address to the viewer, troubling the notion that “ugliness” is her only characteristic. As I have suggested above, the dwarf typically performs two actions at once, as multum in parvo makes clear. Her counter-narrative is that the way into the painting, into the dramatic setting that is the Spanish court, indeed, into the future is through the dwarf who ultimately erases differences of size and status through her individuality and clear-eyed knowledge of the family. Maribárbola, too, holds the entire history of the royal family in her intimate, knowing gaze and adds to the emblem by asking the viewer, “What do you think of the painting’s message?”

Certainly I understand that this reading is a bit perverse as there are no words in the painting and the textual reading must be inferred. Yet it’s the “starry interplay of ambivalences,” as López-Rey so aptly puts it that encapsulates the discursive and enduring powers of Las Meninas. Typically, the emblem author, the “voice” behind the emblem’s “truth,” allows the picture–motto–poem to speak the moral while he or she remains hidden. In this case, Velázquez is the “author” of the emblem and of the painting. It is his vision of the royal family, of childhood and of the people who make up the Spanish court that is communicated here and he asserts his authorship through the performative self-portrait, showing the artist at work creating art. Words, pictures, performances, as we have seen, unite in the emblem, this painting, and in dwarf discourse more generally.


Chapter 3

STAGING THE DWARF

Still harping on dwarfs? Well, yes: the capacious dwarf offers many insights into the negotiations of big and small and the meanings of each—so much so that there is more to say about the dwarf figure in the context of performance, in particular. The performative dwarf provides a crucial insight into the cultural constructions of the dwarf figure more generally and one that follows naturally from my discussion of visual and verbal aesthetics of dwarf discourse. Dwarfs and children—real and imagined—emblems, Baroque old master portraits, all gather within the frames of performativity. Although chapter two considers in depth the actual circumstances of one famous dwarf from the past, Jeffrey Hudson, as well as the myths and mysteries that surround him, my primary interest there was in exploring representations of the dwarf figure. In this chapter, my focus shifts to related topics. That is, suggesting a way of experiencing the history of dwarfs in performance, the essential theatricality of dwarfs in the more recent past, and the importance of performance in children’s literature that features dwarf characters, all provide a way of understanding how the small body is made to perform ideas about celebrity, freakery, and identity, among others.

Thus far my discussion of the dwarf figure has resided primarily in early modern Europe and within the royal court, and in the aesthetic realms of emblem and painting. My further exploration of dwarf discourse will continue with the ideas already on the table and expand to enter the nineteenth through twenty-first centuries in the theatrical context provided by the American dime museum; circus and television programming; as well as in children’s literature, a genre in which dwarf characters often appear in performance spaces. My first particular concern will be with the celebrity dwarf, a figure anticipated both in the history of Jeffrey Hudson and in Velázquez’s dwarf portraits. López-Rey reminds us that Velázquez’s treatment of the dwarf in his portraits resisted reducing them to jokes or ideals: “Velázquez’s approach to the clowning of dwarfs and jesters was, indeed, stoic; the pictorial stresses which he masterfully used in portraying them emphasize the sitters’ human nature, cloddish, enduring, individual.”1 The individuality and singularity of a performing dwarf from the nineteenth century such as General Tom Thumb was a key aspect of his celebrity.

Although the performing dwarf was particularly prevalent in the nineteenth century and earlier, the recent past and present moment similarly construct the dwarf figure as theatrical. What makes the dwarf body “performative”? That is, why is theatricality or performativity inscribed onto the dwarf body at all? In his history of the American freak show and of the relationship between disability studies and “freakery,” Michael M. Chemers invokes Goffman’s theory of stigma as “spoiled identity” and argues that the response of the stigmatized to ostracism or discrimination is performative in nature.2 The freak show is one form of social interaction that forces a confrontation between “normates” and those stigmatized due to disability.3 Disabilities studies scholar Jim Ferris notes, “Through the staging of stigma, freakery focuses our attention on certain assumptions about the human body that we usually take for granted; so profoundly do we take them for granted that we usually don’t even know they exist!”4 This focus links closely to curiosity and to entertainment. While the freak show’s golden age is long past, we continue to ask those we name as “others”—including dwarfs, who enact a host of identities—to perform on various stages, including film and television. Well-known examples of scenes featuring dwarf actors from popular culture include Munchkinland in the MGM technicolor fantasy The Wizard of Oz (1939) and the opening sequence of the long-running ABC television series Fantasy Island (1978–1984) in which the character played by Hervé Villechaize embodied the “mini-me” fashion of a small man juxtaposed with a similarly dressed big man.5 More recently, the Home Box Office (HBO) television series (2010–present) based on George R. R. Martin’s Game of Thrones novels features Peter Dinklage as Tyrion Lannister, a main character in the fantasy adventure.

In the elite world of the court, displayed for a coterie audience, the dwarf could be figured as memento mori, child, pet, or jester. The gulf between the court dwarf’s low status and the lofty nature of the monarchy or aristocracy that his small size or disproportion suggests is often exploited in pictorial representations of the relationship between “high” and “low” even as the dwarf pictured assumes a place beside nobility or royalty. By contrast, in the vulgar world of popular entertainment—staged for “the people”—similarities are often emphasized between the dwarf’s body—particularly when proportionate—and, importantly, his desires, and the bodies and desires of his audience. In children’s literature featuring a dwarf character, readers are invited to share or inhabit the dwarf perspective, the dwarf’s way of knowing. In these works, too, as we shall see, the dwarf character is linked with performativity over and over again.

Inheritors of Jeffrey Hudson and the dwarfs of van Dyck and Velázquez, the nineteenth-century American performing dwarfs such as Charles Stratton and Lavinia Warren became internationally known personalities whose reputations spread far beyond rarefied European courts and palace hallways, although they were known there, too. Just a little boy when he was first put on display, “General Tom Thumb,” as Stratton was called as a tip of the hat to the popular folktale thumbling, like Crown Prince Baltasar Carlos with his sword and baton, was burdened with the trappings of adulthood while very young. Brought from the sideshow to center stage, Stratton’s performances as a miniature man reflect a particular construction of size indebted to curiosity about difference as well as a celebration of same that result in the creation of the celebrity dwarf. In the parlance of freak show sociologist Robert Bogdan, Stratton performed in the “high aggrandized mode” which imbues the performer with “status-enhancing characteristics,” as opposed to the “exotic mode” that emphasized the strange anomalousness of the freak.6

General Tom Thumb

The story of General Tom Thumb must be told in concert with the history of the most important man in his life, Phineas Taylor Barnum, the showman who made Tom Thumb both famous and wealthy. The figure of Barnum and his role as impresario forge a link between my two discussions of the dwarf in high and popular culture. Regarding dwarf discourse in the emblem tradition, as we will recall, in the tripartite emblem structure the “impresa” is the motto, drawing together the picture and poem in condensed form. The Italian word impresa is linked to “impresario,” the word for a man who organizes public entertainments. Barnum owned that appellation, certainly, and endowed it with a certain flair to boot. As a promoter of sideshows and exhibits, one of Barnum’s jobs was to craft “mottos” describing his human oddities. These advertisements were designed to tease and teach his potential audience members how to read and understand the acts he presented. For example, Tom Thumb was the “distinguished man in miniature;”7 Joice Heth, an elderly African-American woman, was “George Washington’s nurse;” the microcephalic “Zip” was a “man monkey” or (unbelievable as this seems today), a “what-is-it?”8 The impresario distills the essence of the performer’s incongruity and proclaims it through descriptors or mottos crafted to attract attention and pique curiosity.

In late 1842, the year of General Tom Thumb’s “discovery,” Barnum was the manager of the American Museum in New York City, the infamous entertainment palace that featured sideshow “freaks,” such as giants and bearded ladies; a picture and statue gallery; a lecture hall for theatre and presentations; live animals; and displays of ingenious recent inventions and mechanics, among many other exhibits.9 The five-story building was located at the corner of Broadway and Ann Street in the same neighborhood as the fancy Astor House hotel; City Hall; and Delmonico’s, the best restaurant in the city. Banners and posters decorated the exterior of the building labeled, in enormous letters, “Barnum’s American Museum.” P. T. Barnum had a gift for concocting ideas that would entice visitors across the social classes to his museum—multiple times—and for relieving them of their money. As Lillian Craton notes, “science and medicine legitimated bodily spectacle” in the Victorian era. By way of his human “specimens,” Barnum certainly took advantage of burgeoning interests in anthropology, Darwinian theory, and artifacts of world cultures.10 Throughout his long career he was shameless in promoting his museum, circus, and traveling exhibits. While his American Museum brought “legitimate” educational and scientific exhibits to the masses, he also bent the truth, manipulated audiences and exploited his employees. Yet, at the same time he enabled a higher standard of living than most of the “curiosities” could have earned outside of the performance arena. This is one point that Robert Bogdan makes in his study of the freak show: “some [of the human exhibits] were exploited, it is true, but in the culture of the amusement world most human oddities were accepted as showmen.”11 Barnum became as famous as the acts he promoted and many associated him with the idea of the museum itself.12 Barnum also possessed great charm, wit, and resilience—all of which came in handy as he experienced dramatic ups and downs over the course of his lifetime.

Barnum was forever on the lookout for new specimens and exhibits. In November, 1842, while visiting his brother in Bridgeport, Connecticut, Barnum was introduced to Charles Sherwood Stratton, a child who had been born a large infant but who had stopped growing after five months. He stood only 25 inches high and weighed a mere 15 pounds (see Plate 18).

The blond-haired boy was healthy, smart, and handsome, proportionate in every way. Barnum was both charmed and intrigued by the commercial possibilities presented by this miniature literally dropped into his lap. Although he had some concerns that young Stratton would begin growing, Barnum was certain that the dwarf would draw paying customers. Barnum convinced Charlie’s parents to allow him to train the child and to exhibit him at the American Museum for a four-week period, proposing three dollars per week as payment.13 The humbug commenced immediately, as Barnum changed Charlie’s name, age and nationality in order to emphasize his tiny size (a two-foot-tall eleven-year-old seemed more unusual than a tiny almost-five-year-old), foreignness, and to whip up greater excitement about the coming rare attraction: “P. T. Barnum of the American Museum, Broadway at Ann Street, is proud to announce that he has imported from London to add to his collection of extraordinary curiosities from all over the world, the rarest, the tiniest, the most diminutive dwarf imaginable—TOM THUMB, ELEVEN YEARS OLD AND ONLY TWENTY-FIVE INCHES HIGH, JUST ARRIVED FROM ENGLAND!!!””14 Barnum added the honorific “General” to Tom Thumb’s name and Charlie Stratton was no more. His original four-week run was extended again and again until “Barnum” and “Tom Thumb” became virtually conjoined.

Over the next three decades, General Tom Thumb was a star attraction both at home and abroad as a representative of Barnum’s American Museum and later the traveling Barnum and London Circus. Within the first weeks of making the dwarf’s acquaintance, Barnum was delighted to learn that Stratton could sing in a high treble. His rendition of “Yankee Doodle Dandy” would become a perennial favorite with audiences around the world, functioning as a kind of theme song for the diminutive American. His early act included skits, songs, living tableaux (posing as Ajax, Cincinnatus, Hercules, and Samson) and dialogues with the master of ceremonies. The child worked extremely hard, starring in two performances a day—at 3 p.m. and 7 p.m.—and in between he could be found in the Hall of Living Curiosities with the giants, armless man, a 350-pound fat boy, jugglers, and fire eaters.15 This hard work was rewarded with an adoration that other “freaks” did not receive.16 Indeed, Lehman comments in his 2013 biography of Stratton that “he may have been America’s first international celebrity.”17 Stratton’s shows were so popular in New York and other Eastern seaboard cities that in April 1843 Barnum was able to buy the American Museum at last and to plan for ways to garner new audiences for his celebrity dwarf. The natural next step was to take General Tom Thumb back to the place of his birth, as Barnum’s advertisements had named it, that is, back to the Old World. On January 18, 1844, the six-year-old child sailed to England with Barnum and his parents, ready to dazzle the European nobility with his songs, witty repartee, and impersonations.

Once in England Stratton’s Yankee heritage was restored (again to emphasize his novelty). After a disappointing run in Liverpool, Barnum took Tom Thumb and his entourage to London where a series of exclusive levees heightened the desire to see the little star. For General Tom Thumb had become fashionable, delighting the nobility—as he had plebeian American viewers—with his anomalous size and entertaining ways. Eventually, to the relief of the Americans, the General was summoned to Buckingham Palace to meet Queen Victoria, fulfilling Barnum’s boast and the putative purpose of the trip. As Barnum notes in his autobiography, after visiting the Royal Family, Tom Thumb became even more popular with all classes of people: “The British public were now fairly excited. Not to have seen General Tom Thumb was voted to be decidedly unfashionable . . . .”18 The money continued to pour in, averaging about $500 per day while he was exhibited at the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly.19

“Freaks,” or “very special people,” were exhibited for their abilities to generate money. Barnum, for example, charged 25 cents admission for the American Museum—children were half-price—and was a shrewd enough businessman to spend money in order to make it. In their first trip to England, Barnum made sure to house the General and his family at an exclusive address, to dress him in finery, and to court the titled and influential before taking Tom Thumb to the masses. While volume was ever a businessman’s friend, “quality” was the first necessary ingredient in Barnum’s recipe for financial success with General Tom Thumb. General Tom Thumb, through his status as a gentleman and as one of the elite, provides a clear example of what Bogdan calls the “aggrandized” performer.

Tom Thumb would visit Queen Victoria multiple times. While his purpose was to entertain royalty and the aristocracy and thus encourage the punters to pay to see him, he was also feted himself, and over the course of his first trip to various European countries he was inundated with costly gifts by members of the nobility and various heads of state. General Tom Thumb had become an international celebrity whose picture was often in the paper, whose likeness was made into paper dolls, snuffboxes and chocolate figures, and whose existence inspired musical compositions and theatrical entertainments (Hop O’ My Thumb, commissioned by Barnum, was originally written for Charles Stratton).20 Even the gifts themselves, his tiny carriage and other accessories, became famous and popular exhibits. By the time Barnum and General Tom Thumb returned to America in 1847 after three successful years abroad, the dwarf child’s family was very rich and he was one of the most recognizable figures in the west. He would continue to travel the world with Barnum and without him, visiting Europe often, as well as Australia, Japan, China, India, and Egypt, until his death in 1883 at forty-five years of age.

In his performances, the actor General Tom Thumb displayed a multitude of talents and attitudes that delighted his audiences and won him many fans. He was both man and boy, serious and comic, professional and plaything. Unlike the “freaks” of the sideshow, however, Tom Thumb’s incongruities were never distortions. Or his particular distortions—the fact that for many years he was a very young boy and then adolescent when performing as an adult through smoking, mimicking adult heroes and villains, kissing female members of the audience, etc.—were pleasing rather than frightening.21 Certainly, as advertisements to his entertainments proclaimed, key to Tom Thumb’s success was that he was “perfectly symmetrical in all his proportions, and graceful beyond belief.”22 As Burke foretold, General Tom Thumb’s miniature perfection reassured audiences rather than alarmed them and his performances elicited admiration and wonder rather than cruel stares and mocking laughter. While exceedingly small and thus different, the General was also “natural” in the way that the bearded lady, dog-faced boy or Zip (also known as the “What-Is-It?”) were not, even as Tom Thumb’s stylized and “civilized” character was punctuated by his elaborate and formal costumes.23 By contrast, Zip’s humanity was questioned by setting him in nature, as the Currier and Ives illustration demonstrates (see Plate 19).

Even the giants, with whom Tom Thumb was often exhibited in order to highlight the outsized or undersized aspects of each, suggested a more challenging oddity than did Tom Thumb. Although the giants, too, were natural—if too large—their size has no obvious corollary. By contrast, we are very familiar with tiny humans—they are called children.

As I suggested in my reading of Jeffrey Hudson in van Dyck’s portraiture, the perfectly formed dwarf indexes notions of childhood as well as the idea of multum in parvo. In analyzing Tom Thumb’s great appeal, Neil Harris comments that he was “. . . the perfect man-child, the perpetual boy, appealing to all ages and conditions.”24 Susan Stewart calls him “the epitome of the enchanted and enchanting, the toylike child.”25 Certainly General Tom Thumb’s size gestures toward childhood but his act was predicated on audiences finding that the frisson between child and man created an interesting performance.26 This connection between Tom Thumb and childhood is made explicit in the description of the General as “SMALLER THAN ANY INFANT that ever walked alone!” in an 1848 advertisement from the Brooklyn Eagle.”27

If Charles Stratton had been a typically sized boy when he began his association with Barnum, he would have been nothing more than talented and precocious. However, as a minute being whose every action emphasized his curious stature, Stratton’s act was endearing and awe-provoking to audiences that cut across the social classes.28 Unlike Jeffrey Hudson and other court dwarfs who moved in rarefied circles, Stratton’s purpose was not only to highlight who and what he was not (a “normal” man), but also to be admired for what he was: a skilled entertainer who charmed through clever exploitations of the incongruity of his small size. In fact, General Tom Thumb didn’t have to do anything at all to be entertaining. In 1845, within his first European tour, Barnum took General Tom Thumb to Paris where he again found a ready audience. There, the editor of the Journal des Débats met the young performer and encouraged his readers to attend one of Barnum’s shows. The aspect of Tom Thumb’s performances that this editor found to be the most impressive was artlessness. That is, the mere fact of the miniature man (just seven years old at this moment, but resembling “adulthood” in both appearance and behavior) was entertainment enough for this viewer:

We prefer to see Tom Thumb when he appears in the character of a gentleman. He takes out his watch and tells you the hour, or offers you a pinch of snuff or a cigar, each of which are corresponding with his size. He is still better when he sits in his golden chair, crossing his legs and looking at you with a mocking air. It is then he is most amusing. He is never more inimitable than when he imitates nothing, when he is himself, for no one resembles him.29

Notably, the editor considers Tom Thumb to be a gentleman not in fact, but in character. Ultimately, the tiny General’s feats of strength, boasts, and impersonations of heroes of old—Hercules, etc.—revealed him to be a punning marvel of domesticated and emasculated “manhood.” To give just one representative example of what I mean: during his first London season, in an hour’s entertainment for the Baroness Rothschild, wife of the head of the powerful banking firm, Tom Thumb’s opening remarks played on the mismatch between his size and his sense of importance: “ ‘I am only a Thumb, but a good hand in a general way at amusing you, for though a mite I am mighty and against all rivals can bear off the palm’ ” (etc.)30 Tom Thumb’s bluster coupled with his littleness calls to mind the humorous and endearing qualities of a child imitating his elders through costume and/or speech acts. In General Tom Thumb Barnum created a performance featuring a young dwarf designed both to highlight the charming childlikeness in the performer and to appeal to his female audience. In his dwarf performers Barnum self-consciously solicited the maternal affection and protective instinct for small bodies and appreciation of their cute appearance. As Lori Merish notes, “In the performances of these diminutive prodigies, the cute emerged as a site for feminine identification as well as a strategy for domesticating (the) Otherness (of ‘freak,’ of child), annexing the Other to the Self.”31 In other words, Tom Thumb was allied and aligned with the feminine and the innocently childlike (in the Victorian era, the child was particularly typed as feminine). For those who cooed and applauded General Tom Thumb, he was primarily a figure of impotence, cute and clever, but only approximating a “real” man.

These observations about Tom Thumb as a dwarf and as a curiosity are supported by the evidence presented by aspects of his performances, audience reception and by the patronizing treatment he received from Barnum and the press; yet, the charming qualities that attach to his size and talents neither diminish the power that emerges from the cute nor negate the General’s masculinity.32 Ultimately, General Tom Thumb, rather like the bawdy Tom Thumbs of the burlesque tradition, was all man. Indeed, theatre historian Michael Chemers comments upon the General’s “remarkable erotic magnetism.”33 Consider this: besides his very existence, the most memorable thing about Tom Thumb was his participation in a ritual that marks the heart of heterosexual manhood—marriage. Tom Thumb’s wedding in 1863 to another of Barnum’s performers, the 32-inch dwarf Lavinia Warren, became the New York City event of the year, perhaps even the decade, and infamously pushed the Civil War off the front pages of the newspapers (see Plate 20).34

Not surprisingly, Barnum exploited the courtship, wedding, and marriage of two of the dwarfs in his employ. Lavinia Warren, four years younger than Charles Stratton, joined Barnum’s museum in 1862 when she was twenty years old. Like Stratton, Warren was a “midget,” as proportionate dwarfs were often called. Declarations of her beauty were indexed to this fact. In an article from the New York Times in December 1862, Warren is called “very beautiful, and exceedingly symmetrical, a remarkably well developed, and an absolutely choice specimen of feminine humanity.”35 This aspect of her size made her particularly attractive as Stratton’s future mate. The tiny couple became, in the viewers’ imagination, spurred on by Barnum, the “mimic miniature Adam and Eve,” a “matched pair” and destined for each other.36 In a pamphlet entitled Sketch of the Life, Personal Appearance, Character and Manners of Charles S. Stratton, the Man in Miniature, known as General Tom Thumb, and his wife, Lavinia Warren Stratton,” presumably written by Barnum for advertising purposes, Warren is described as “entirely free from deformity and every drawback that would give pain to the spectator.”37 Also like Stratton, she was born to parents of typical size. Lavinia’s youngest sister, Minnie, who also joined Barnum and acted as a wedding attendant with Commodore Nutt, another of Barnum’s dwarfs (tinier than Stratton and a competitor for Warren’s affections) was more diminutive than the bride.

In the weeks preceding the ceremony, Barnum made sure the press coverage of the impending nuptials of the “Loving Lilliputians” was unrelenting. Lavinia Warren’s levees were attended by upwards of 20,000 people in the days before the ceremony.38 General Tom Thumb’s letter to Lavinia’s father requesting his permission to marry her was published in the New York Times and the following week the result of the request—permission granted—was reported there as well.39 By the time the wedding took place, on February 10, 1863 at the fashionable Grace Church in Manhattan, wedding fever was high.

Invitations to the NYC event were coveted as the wedding guest list formed a veritable “who’s who” of that city’s social elite, including General Ambrose Burnside, Vanderbilts and Astors, among other notables. Immense crowds gathered to see the wedding procession and remained outside the reception venue, the Metropolitan Hotel, where Charles Stratton addressed the assembly from a balcony. Tickets were sold for the reception where the enormous wedding cake and gifts were displayed. The celebrated Matthew Brady served as wedding photographer. While the dwarf wedding certainly presented a “feel good” story to a population in the midst of a national crisis, not everyone was in favor of the “Barnumfication” of a sacred ritual. Members of the church who were displaced from their pews protested their ouster. In advance of the ceremony, the author of a Brooklyn Eagle opinion piece entitled “Marriage a la Barnum” commented, “. . . when Mr. Barnum brings the church and its solemn rites into his show business, he outrages public decency. . . . We are surprised that the clergy, or representatives of so respectable a body as the Episcopal Church should, for a moment, allow themselves to be used by this Yankee showman to advertise his business; or that a Bishop should allow himself to be exhibited like the Albino, or the What is it.”40 Proponents and detractors of the wedding alike, however, understood it to represent a prime example of Barnum’s ability to put on an entertaining and unique show.

Certainly some of the excitement surrounding the event had to do with its visual spectacle and the novel juxtaposition of the excesses of the event with the tiny size of most of its elements—bride and groom and attendants, clothing, accessories, trousseau, and gifts (many of which were miniatures, including a miniature silver-plated sewing machine, a set of parlour furniture, a set of church service books mounted in gold and a miniature silver horse and chariot by Tiffany and Co.).41 The audience’s responses to the wedding-as-performance was likely rather complicated given that the ceremony is meant to be solemn, invoking lifelong promises and requiring the blessing of both God and man (in the form of the bride’s parents and assembled guests), and yet the participants were constructed as curiosities to admire for their pleasing tininess—Look! Little people dressed as a wedding party! How precious! As Rachel Poliquin comments about Tom Thumb weddings and other mock weddings such as those between dolls or fairies, “. . . from delight to the visual erotic, at the heart of every mock marriage is this hazy association between the longing to coddle and the yearning to possess and dominate.”42 In addition, the wedding—that public precursor to sanctioned sexual union—of two dwarfs fueled speculation about the physical relationship between a couple both very like and unlike ordinary people.43 In later years, once the couple had returned to the life of the traveling exhibition, Barnum capitalized on prurient curiosity about the sexual habits of dwarfs and often posed Mr. and Mrs. Stratton with a borrowed baby, proclaiming it to be their own child.

As celebrities, as curiosities, Stratton and Warren not only enacted the roles of bride and groom, husband and wife, they performed these roles for commercial gain from the moment of their engagement when they were once again exhibited in front of huge crowds, through the wedding itself, their honeymoon tour during which they were introduced to President and Mrs. Lincoln at a special party held in their honor, and ultimately as faux parents performing procreation.44

The wedding of Charles S. Stratton and Lavinia Warren was a culturally significant event—called, in retrospect, an American Royal Wedding—and it inspired a long-running performance act that, while less popular than in its heyday in the late nineteenth through mid-twentieth centuries, remains today: the Tom Thumb wedding.45 Just as Stratton and Warren’s actual wedding ceremony may have appeared, if one squinted, to be that of two children marrying, Tom Thumb weddings are child performances. The Tom Thumb wedding mimics the wedding of Stratton and Warren through the use of child participants—playing the roles of bride and groom and attendants and often acting as the minister, too. The events were typically staged either as parodies in which the wedding vows were played for laughs or as serious miniaturizations of the entire ceremony in which the intention was to be both charming and solemn.46 In either case, the Tom Thumb wedding was intended to provide pleasure for both the child participants and their mothers, who would sew elaborate miniature gowns and suits, organize the flowers and prepare the food. Child-appropriate vows—whether humorous or serious—created the play-script and wedding cake the refreshments. Often, tickets were sold to the guests so that Tom Thumb weddings could raise funds for the sponsoring church. Tom Thumb weddings, which survive today primarily in African American churches, unite childhood, performance, and profit—each element a key aspect of Charles Stratton’s story and the idea of the performing dwarf more generally. Stewart calls the Tom Thumb wedding “the reproduction of an idealized, or model, wedding on a miniature scale.”47 The Tom Thumb wedding reproduces our fondest hopes for social and cultural significance of the wedding ceremony: commitment, blessing, “normality” and social stability. And it does so in a contained and ritualistic manner. And yet, what is the wedding ceremony if not spectacle and performance?

Let us return to the theatrical nature of the dwarf body, an interpretation ascribed to dwarfs rather than reflecting any innate characteristic of short-statured persons. Such a belief in the theatricality of the dwarf by reason of his small size alone may be found in the raison d’être of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century “midget villages” popular in European and American world’s fairs and also found at amusement parks such as Coney Island in New York. These villages replicated small town life in miniature, exploiting the exotic nature of the tiny size of the buildings and people, certainly, but also emphasizing the ordinariness of everyday life within the context of a performance space.48 Unlike dwarf performers whose acts were indebted primarily to contrast and slapstick humor, when General Tom Thumb was on stage alone, or performing his witty repartee, songs, and impersonations, his singular nature and talents linked him more fully with the audience than in the case of dwarf clowns. Betty M. Adelson notes about circus dwarfs that as tiny oddities they “exist only in relation to others.”49 There is no doubt that Tom Thumb’s diminutive stature piqued the curiosity of the crowd, yet at the same time, his individuality and unique perspective, rather than his “freakishness,” formed the greater part of his charm. His “stigma” was negotiated in such a way that his tiny ordinariness formed the basis of his celebrity. As Neil Harris suggests about the young performer, “crowds identified with him, rather than against him.”50

We find a similar relationship between the dwarf child character and the reader in many children’s books featuring dwarf protagonists. Although dwarf characters may remain stuck in positions of a kind of exalted otherness indebted to their talents as much as their singular size—rather like Charles Stratton himself—their narratives given from the dwarf perspective tend to orient the literary works toward a position in which “spoiled identity” does not construct or contain the protagonist’s dwarf identity. While performance remains a key trope in dwarf children’s literature and in recent television programming as well—even in comic serials—dwarf characters and dwarf reality show that actors “perform” the everyday as much as the exotic.

The Dwarf Perspective in Children’s Literature

In her brief overview of literature highlighting dwarf characters, Betty M. Adelson comments that within the general burgeoning of dwarf books there has been a dramatic increase in such books written for children in particular.51 Typically, they feature dwarf children. While it is not my purpose here to offer a similar survey of dwarf literature, a consideration of Oscar Wilde’s moral fairy tale mentioned in the introduction to this book offers both a way into my discussion of the dwarf perspective in children’s books and a contrast to later works for the young. My exploration of dwarf children’s literature will be bookended by two tales featuring the court dwarf: “The Birthday of the Infanta” by Oscar Wilde (1891), and Jepp, Who Defied The Stars by Katherine Marsh (2012).

“The Birthday of the Infanta,” loosely based on members of the House of Hapsburg, is a dark fairy tale reminiscent in its tragic conclusion of the works of Hans Christian Andersen and the contrast between beautiful and grotesque bodies found in Dickens.52 The story relates the sorrow of the King in perpetual mourning for the mother of the Infanta, and the joy of the beautiful princess on her special day. Elaborate entertainments are staged for her pleasure and that of her young guests: a sham bullfight, Italian puppet play, African juggler and snake charmer, and gypsy musicians, among other exotic performances. The final and funniest act, however, is the dancing Dwarf lately discovered living in the nearby cork forest: “when he stumbled into the arena, waddling on his crooked legs and wagging his huge misshapen head from side to side, the children went off into a loud shout of delight, and the Infanta herself laughed so much . . . .”53 The Infanta is so delighted with his dancing that she throws him the beautiful white rose adorning her hair, an ironic gesture of favor the young Dwarf misunderstands to be a declaration of love. He falls in love with the Infanta and imagines her returning to his forest home with him.

Unbeknownst to the Dwarf, his most amusing quality is his “complete unconsciousness of his own grotesque appearance.” This gift of unconsciousness is soon taken from him, however, as he wanders into the palace in search of the Infanta and discovers a mirror.54 The Dwarf is horrified to learn that the ugly misshapen monster he sees in the mirror is he: “When the truth dawned upon him, he gave a wild cry of despair, and fell sobbing to the ground. So it was he who was misshapen and hunchbacked, foul to look at and grotesque.”55 After siesta, the Infanta and the child guests come upon the Dwarf writhing and beating the earth in his anguish and they laugh at his “acting” which is “ ‘funnier still,’ according to the Infanta and almost as good as the puppets’ acting ‘only of course not quite so natural.’ ”56 When the Dwarf finally stops sobbing and lies still, the Infanta demands that he dance for her, unaware that he is dead. When informed that the Dwarf will never dance again and that he has died of a broken heart, the cruel child proclaims, “For the future let those who come to play with me have no hearts.’ ”57

“The Birthday of the Infanta” is a cautionary tale. The naïve Dwarf had been generous in his performance and affectionate to the children who had laughed at him. Fully integrated into his forest home, he was a talented friend of nature and accepted by the birds and lizards. As a natural child, a feral child, he was a stranger to the artifice of court society, social hierarchy and human cruelty. While he recognized the physical beauty of the Infanta and was disgusted by his own ugliness, he did not understand that the exterior of a person does not reflect his or her inner worth. This is the lesson for the reader to learn as he/she identifies with the maligned dwarf. The Infanta’s insensitivity and stupidity is particularly revealed when she declares the puppets—jointed objects controlled by strings and the puppet master—to be more “natural” in their movements than the Dwarf’s outpouring of genuine anguish. His authentic grief is contrasted with the overweening sorrow of the King who refuses to perform his royal duties after his wife’s death, to the detriment of his kingdom and his daughter. Ultimately, Wilde’s dwarf character is akin to Velázquez’s dwarf portraits in which the featured subject gazes directly at the viewer, requesting recognition and deserving reciprocity.

The search for love is a key plot element in dwarf children’s literature. Wilde’s Dwarf learns that the beautiful white rose the Infanta threw to him was not a symbol of the purity of her affection, but a mockery of chivalric love tokens. His horror at being an object of derision—he has not entertained the children so much as been enslaved by their laughter—results in his death from a broken heart. The Infanta’s rejection of love—she has been well-schooled by her father and sycophantic courtiers—reveals her soulless nature and points out the need for a more humane way to treat difference and to encourage friendship and love. Certainly there is no possibility for mutual love in the tainted, unnatural, and overwrought world of the court.

Both Little Little by M. E. Kerr (1981) and Jepp, Who Defied the Stars by Katherine Marsh (2012) focus on romantic love, but other dwarf books highlight the quest for love and understanding between friends or within the dwarf community. Lisa Graff’s The Thing About Georgie (2006) is middle-grade novel about an achondroplastic fourth-grader who negotiates the ups and downs of friendship and his fears about becoming a big brother to a sibling who will one day grow taller than he. Trudi and Pia (2003), a picture-book version of characters from Ursula Hegi’s novel for adults, Stones from the River (1994), is told from the perspective of dwarf characters who seek relationships within the dwarf community.58

Not surprisingly, performance figures in both The Thing About Georgie and Trudi and Pia. The Thing About Georgie contains dual perspectives: a first-person narrative by an unnamed speaker who is not revealed until the book’s conclusion and a third-person omniscient narrative that tells the story of the dwarf Georgie in the context of his increasingly fraught relationship with his best friend, Andy, and the impending birth of a new sibling. As Georgie becomes estranged from Andy, his in-class tormenter, an unpopular girl named Jeanie, is assigned as his partner in a project on the American presidents. “Jeanie the Meanie,” as everyone calls her, is both cruel, at times, and misunderstood. In the midst of doing research about their topic, Abraham Lincoln, which Jeanie manifestly refuses to do, Georgie looks for a book in the school library, Little in a Big World. This book about dwarfs had never been checked out of the library before, but Georgie can no longer find it on the shelf. Georgie has mixed feelings about the fact that every other time he looked no one had taken the book out: “It kind of stank to know that no one wanted to learn about him, but in a weird way it made him feel a little more normal too, like maybe he wasn’t different enough that people thought they should learn about him.”59 Jeanie signs Georgie up to perform in the fourth-grade play about the presidents. Much to Georgie’s horror, she signs him up to play their topic, Abraham Lincoln, America’s tallest president. Yet Jeanie alone is sensitive to Georgie’s unhappiness and loneliness. She creates an elaborate Abe Lincoln costume for Georgie that involves her father’s suit, multiple coffee cans, and gloved rulers that create arms and hands. His stand-out performance wins over the crowd. By the novel’s conclusion Georgie has made two new friends, Jeanie and Russ, the new kid Andy befriends, while he keeps his oldest friendship. His anxiety over his sibling’s impending birth and his own inadequacies as a dwarf who cannot play a musical instrument—his musician parents’ earliest wish for him—dissipates in part as a result of his successful comic performance. He and Jeanie, revealed to be both the “I” of the novel and the student who reads Little in a Big World and provides facts about being a dwarf in the first-person narrative, make plans to try out for fifth-grade drama the following year. Georgie’s talents are not confined to acting—the book takes pains, through Jeanie’s direct address, to expand Georgie’s identity beyond “dwarf” and failed musician (his wrist and back problems make playing musical instruments too difficult)—yet his character, once again, finds additional acceptance through the stage. Can this stereotype be transcended in children’s books about dwarfs?60

Trudi and Pia introduces two dwarf characters to the picture book audience: Trudi, an unhappy girl who tries all manner of tricks to try to grow, and Pia, a dwarf and circus animal tamer. Pia’s small size emphasizes her skill with the animals: the elephants bow down to her and she places her head into the lion’s mouth in safety. Trudi, who feels stifled and overlooked as a dwarf among the ordinary-sized, finds Pia fascinating. She steps forward as if compelled by some unseen force when Pia calls for a volunteer from the audience to help her with a trick. Pia is startled, but tells the audience: “ ‘It looks like we have a volunteer. From the magic island I call home. The island of the little people, where everyone is our height.’ ”61 Together, as the dwarf child and dwarf woman perform, they also construct a story about the magical island of little people. “Between them, they wove the story of an island so glorious that everyone in the audience would have followed them there without question . . . .”62 Reminding us of the rose of contention in Wilde’s tale, yet transforming the scene into one of mutual love, with a kiss, Pia gives Trudi a huge paper rose she had plucked from the air.

Pia mentors the lonely and alienated Trudi. Trudi seeks out Pia and marvels that in her beautiful blue caravan all the furnishings are sized for dwarf bodies. She mourns the fact that she has never met a dwarf before and that they are scattered everywhere. Pia disagrees and tells her that dwarfs are united both as a community and as members of the wider world: “ ‘It’s called earth,’ ” she says.63 As Pia relates tales of the 104 dwarfs she has met in her travels, Trudi begins to understand and value a healthy dwarf perspective: “In that instant she understood that for Pia, being a dwarf was normal, beautiful even. To Pia, long arms were ugly, long legs unsteady. Tall people looked odd, too far from the ground.”64 Refusing to allow Trudi to escape her lonely life and join her in the circus, Pia’s final bit of advice could stand as a dwarf children’s literature manifesto: “ ‘Even if I welcomed you,’ Pia said, ‘it wouldn’t change that feeling of being the only one. No one but you can change that.’ ”65 As she wraps her short arms around her small body and hugs herself, Pia reminds Trudi that happiness lies in self-acceptance.

Rather than comic, Pia’s talents as a circus dwarf lie within acts of courage and imagination. She turns the notion of the performing dwarf clown on its head by emphasizing the dwarf point of view and relegating normates to the sidelines and to ugliness. Although in many ways the theme and narrative purpose are similar to Trudi and Pia, M. E. Kerr’s satiric and brave young adult novel Little Little, written more than twenty years earlier, takes a decidedly different path to promoting dwarf self-acceptance. Kerr is not afraid to engage stereotypes, sketch unlikeable dwarf characters or confront the physical limitations and liabilities of the dwarf body. Little Little probes the politics of difference within the dwarf community by creating a love triangle between two “p.f” teens (the acronym Little Little’s mother gives “perfectly formed” little people) and an achondroplastic teen. Bogdan’s notion of the “aggrandized” performer plays a role, too, as both male suitors of Little Little LaBelle are entertainers, although only one fulfills the “aggrandized” role: Knox Lionel (aka “Little Lion” and “Opportunity Knox”) is a “philosopher and con man”66 who has gained fame as a flamboyant evangelical preacher. Sydney Cinnamon, by contrast, is a popular dancing cockroach for Palmer Pest Control.

The pains of growing up, establishing a mature identity, and finding pride in being different are negotiated through Little Little’s family dynamics and the love triangle: both Little Lion and Sydney vie for Little Little’s attention. Little Little is cosseted by her parents and grandfather and tormented by her mother’s banality and obsession with physical perfection. Mrs. LaBelle indulges this fixation through her participation in TAD, “The American Diminutives,” an obvious lampooning of the organization Little People of America (LPA, established in 1957). An alcoholic who writes sentimental verse published in the newspaper, much to Little Little’s disgust, Mrs. LaBelle strongly disapproves of Sydney because he is disproportionate: Little Little proclaims, ‘ “You are all bogged down in p.f.! Sydney Cinnamon has one of the best minds of anyone who’s ever sat down at our dinner table and all you see is the tooth that sticks out! . . . The hump, the tooth that sticks out, the twisted leg—you never see anyone’s real worth!’ ”67 While the rebellious Little Little is attracted to Little Lion and also to the prospect of leaving home through marriage, all of his actions and beliefs are shallow and insincere. Sydney, by contrast, although a “roach,” is also a reader and thinker. He charms Little Little with his personality at the same time as the vain and pompous Little Lion runs around on her with another dwarf. Little Little’s eighteenth birthday party at which Sydney is scheduled to perform as “the Roach,” and Little Lion is expected to propose serves as the novel’s crisis. The party is ruined by her rival accidentally on purpose and clearly spells the end of Little Little’s romance with the dastardly Little Lion. Sydney remains in town, enrolls in high school and vies with Little Little for the honor of being the best writer in the senior English class. Their romance—between two strong minds—remains to be written.

Rather than skirt or sugar-coat the pervasive assumptions about physical beauty that dominate the world in which dwarfs live, Little Little confronts them head on. Sydney takes on the role of cockroach—a universally loathed insect—and transforms it into a popular television act. His fame grows to the extent that he is also given a job as a dancing dragon in the town’s new pachinko parlor. Certainly there is more than a little of the freak show performer in Sydney Cinnamon. Yet, as Little Little describes the Roach to her father, “ ‘Instead of trying to be like everyone else, [Sydney] celebrates being different. He dramatizes it.’ ”68 “The Roach” embraces his enfreakment through these roles. Kerr’s dwarf fiction highlights the freedom and radical nature of much 1970s and early 1980s fiction.

Jepp, Who Defied the Stars is another young adult novel about making one’s own destiny. The story takes us full circle back to the rarefied world of the seventeenth-century court dwarf and some of the characters we met in chapter two: the Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia and one of her dwarf companions.69 The character Jepp is also based on an actual figure—a dwarf who formed part of the astronomer Tycho Brahe’s household on the island of Hven (or Ven), located in the Öresund strait between Denmark (Zealand) and Sweden (Scania). Recruited from poverty in 1597 to join the dwarf retinue of the Infanta Isabella Clara Eugenia and her husband, Archduke Albert of Austria, Jepp finds that while aspects of his new life are sweet—living with other dwarfs, eating well, sleeping in comfort—his role as court dwarf requires various acts of humiliation, among them jumping out of a pie, à la Jeffrey Hudson. After his attempt to escape the court with a dwarf he has come to love—she had been raped by a courtier and subsequently made pregnant—Jepp is betrayed and taken to Hven and Tycho Brahe. Although he is at first treated again as a fool—one of his duties is to pick up Tycho Brahe’s false nose as it constantly falls off Brahe’s face—ultimately the literate and curious Jepp is invited to join Brahe’s scientific community. He also falls in love with Magdalene, one of Brahe’s daughters who is herself an outsider: the commoner daughter of the noble Brahe (his common-law wife was a commoner and while his children were considered legitimate, they could not take his name or inherit property). In addition, she was educated as a student of the classics in a world that did not recognize the intellectual gifts or contributions of women. Jepp thinks about how he and Magdalene are similar: “I suddenly realize why [Magdalene] has always seemed to understand me so well. My fate as a curiosity is not so different than the one she imagines for herself.”70 Their love story, which is based on the belief that one can help to mold one’s destiny, that one’s fate is not written in the stars and that it is “better to act out of love rather than fear,” offers inspiration for the creative and passionate potential to be found when differences are joined.71 Jepp’s thoughts conclude the novel: as he and Magdalene kiss, he thinks, “I care not whether the world thinks us a motley pair . . . . I care not that we face adversity by daring to look upward. For I am no longer on earth but in a heaven of my own making.”72

In her Author’s Note to Jepp, Katherine Marsh acknowledges the liberties she has taken with the historical record. Very little is known about Jepp, for example, and Magdalene Tygesdatter never marries. She also discloses that her interest in writing a dwarf character was influenced by her childhood fascination with Velázquez’s dwarf portraits and that she based Jepp’s pie exploits on Jeffrey Hudson’s life.73 So much of contemporary dwarf discourse emerges from these early antecedents that function as inspiration to tell dwarf stories as well as impetus to change the narratives from exploitation to stories of everyday life. For example, in the successful reality television show Little People, Big World (TLC, 2006–2010) featuring the Roloff family, the camera—the show itself—creates a performance space, and while curiosity about the differences that size makes as a family goes about its business clearly draws viewers, each episode’s dramatic arc tends to come from the conflicts and accommodations that arise for the very short as they lead ordinary lives. The can-do attitude that the family adopts in order to meet its challenges provides the motivation for viewers to watch. The Roloffs are particularly interesting because they are a “mixed” family: the parents are dwarfs, as is one of their twin boys, while their other three children are ordinary-sized.74 Certainly the family members have become celebrities—their pumpkin farm outside of Portland, Oregon is a popular tourist destination—yet not celebrities entirely in the mode of Charles Stratton. Stratton’s greatest legacy is the cultural ritual of the Tom Thumb wedding. By contrast, Amy Roloff and her husband Matt are both motivational speakers, and Amy Roloff has founded a charity, the Amy Roloff Charity Foundation, dedicated to assisting non-profit organizations in raising money for kids who face a variety of challenges that emerge from their social, emotional, mental, and physical difficulties.

While American children’s literature and documentaries or even reality shows make clear their inheritance from the focus on the dwarf individuals of the seventeenth-century court and portraiture, most television programming links closely with the freak show legacy of comedy and mockery, even as celebrity dwarfs are featured in quasi-heroic or tragicomic roles. Thus, if the Roloffs in their domestic drama may be said to function within the “high aggrandized mode” of dwarf performances, emphasizing the similarities between the dwarf and the non-dwarf, much television programming and comedy show routines—for example, both the comedian Chelsea Handler and radio shock jock Howard Stern have had dwarf sidekicks—focuses on the tragicomic mode of most dwarf performances.75

As I suggested above and in the previous chapter, the dwarf body is both like and unlike the typically sized—and thus he is often a tragicomic figure. The tragicomedy of the dwarf figure communicated in early modern emblems, for example, may also be glimpsed in a contemporary example of dwarf comedy, performance, and art (I use that term loosely here) mimicking life. The British entertainer and director Ricky Gervais’s television series Life’s Too Short (which aired in Britain in 2011 and in the US in 2012; the show was canceled in 2013) features Warwick Davis, a very short actor who plays a man who runs a talent agency for “little people,” much as Davis does in real life. Davis has called the series “mainstream” and described the show as “ ‘about a person, not necessarily somebody who’s short . . . . He’s a desperate man, and as he gets more desperate, he makes more mistakes.’ ”76 While it is undoubtedly true that a businessman’s struggles are largely the same no matter one’s height, much of the humor of the series and the panic of the main character, as the title makes abundantly clear, were connected to Davis’s size and those of the actors he attempts to place in performance roles.

Bogdan’s theory of the “status-enhancing characteristics” inherent in the performances of General Tom Thumb as he mimicked adult preoccupations and enacted a precociousness that engaged with the audience’s sympathies and curiosity might also be linked to childhood itself. That is, childhood, too—in particular, white middle-class childhood—confers status. Some of this status comes from the appealing vulnerability of the child and the fleeting nature of childhood. Tom Thumb’s greatest years as a performer were in his youth and in the ritual of marriage (a ceremony typically associated with the young and with potential rather than age). His enduring fame may be found in a children’s performance act—the Tom Thumb wedding. Other celebrity dwarfs such as Jeffrey Hudson are remembered for their childhoods, too. In Hudson’s case, the “famous dwarf” is best known for both the pie and the status-enhancing royal portrait with Queen Henrietta Maria. In her discussion of dwarf characters and the concept of “littleness” in the works of Charles Dickens, Craton writes about the evil dwarf Quilp’s pursuit of Little Nell: “In the prospect of their marriage, the reader sees the collision of two common themes in Dickens’s images of littleness: the seductive appeal of the performing dwarf, and the potential exploitation of the child.”77 In addition to these fascinating aspects of littleness that attach to the dwarf body in performance and in emblematic and allegorical visual representations of the child dwarf in particular, in some venues—especially in young adult (YA) fiction—we also find agency and healthy identity formation that suggests developments in dwarf discourse away from freakery and exploitation even while performance remains a pervasive space for the creation of dwarf identity within western culture.


Chapter 4

LILLIPUTIANS IN BLACKFACE

“Queer Little Freaks”1

As we have seen, in his various ventures creating eye-catching exhibits and performances as well as collecting specimens and curiosities, P. T. Barnum delighted in putting incongruous persons and objects side by side. In uniting the big and the small, civilized and savage, comic and tragic, Barnum emphasized and exploited the spectacular nature of each. Barnum’s most famous performer, General Tom Thumb, was notable not only for his tiny size and perfect proportions, but also for his gentlemanly qualities, his refinement and good taste. And, although Barnum employed other dwarfs who were similarly fashionable, General Tom Thumb was considered to be uniquely talented. Tom Thumb’s popularity certainly reflected this general assessment. By contrast, Barnum’s displays of native peoples from around the world engaged with their “generic” qualities as exotic, savage, and primitive. While both dwarf and pygmy, for example, performed otherness for the crowds, the aboriginals were not considered as individuals at all but as physical reminders of the idea of inferior races.

In this chapter I will first trace the ideologies of race and colonialism that construct the miniature as “a race apart.” Along the way I will also expand upon the true story of Ota Benga, introduced in the first pages of this book, who captivated New York in the early twentieth century and inspired different retellings of his life. In this cultural history of big and small bodies I am keenly interested in analyzing the often fraught relationship once “small” is typed as inferior. My primary focus is in examining the developing ethics of the big and small relationship as it is described in children’s literature in a postcolonial context. Within discourses of size, discovery, whiteness, and cultural dominance, the “idea of the pygmy,” as well as the racialized savage “other,” have played crucial roles in the construction of nineteenth- and twentieth-century children’s literature and culture. The adaptations and revisions of the racialized miniatures’ stories, in particular, highlight not only confrontations between big and small bodies, but also those between authenticity and nostalgia for a mythic past, as well as the tensions that arise when attempts at revision approach erasure and forgetting.

The same desire for knowledge about origins and the unseen that drove seventeenth-century experiments with lenses, leading to the invention of the early microscope, may be found in the work of those who sought to confront and anatomize miniature beings from far-off lands. Both folklorists and scientists theorized or denied the existence of miniature races of people—in particular, pygmies—that had so captured the human imagination since Classical times in Homer, Aristotle, and Pliny. One example of an attempt to locate the meaning of the pygmy—is he a man or is he a monkey?—may be found in the late seventeenth-century work of Edward Tyson, physician and Fellow of the Royal Society. In 1699 Tyson published his most famous book, The Anatomy of a Pygmy. Tyson’s treatise, the first detailed exploration of the anatomy of an anthropoid ape, also aimed to add to medical knowledge about human structure by dissecting and anatomizing apes and monkeys. This was a position first advanced by the European comparative anatomists Galen in the second century and later Vesalius, some thirteen centuries later. Though he calls it an “orang-outang,” a common misapplication at the time, the animal that Tyson anatomized was a chimpanzee. Tyson’s philosophical purpose in undertaking the anatomy was to prove that the pygmies described by Classical authors were not small humans, but apes and monkeys: “That the Pygmies of the Antients were a sort of Apes, and not of the Humane Race, I shall endeavour to prove in the following Essay. And if the Pygmies were only Apes, then in all probability an Ape may be a Pygmie; a sort of animal so much resembling Man, that both the Antients and the Moderns have reputed it to be a Puny Race of Mankind, call’d to this day, Homo Sylvestris, the Wild Man; Orang-Outang, or a Man of the Woods . . . .”2

Tyson relegated all stories from the past, as well as contemporary first-hand accounts of small people including “Little Men,” the “Pygmæn Men,” the “Black Men,” and “Men with Dogs’ Faces,” to the realm of fancy. In the late nineteenth century, after exploration and European colonial expansion had definitively revealed the existence of very short statured people around the globe, Bertram C. A. Windle edited and reintroduced Tyson’s work (in a limited edition of sixty copies) in order to refute Tyson’s conclusions and to allow Aristotle and Pliny their “revenge.”3 Windle’s particular focus in his introduction is the inverse of Tyson’s dismissal of “Fabulous and Romantick Stories”: in this contribution to the new “science” of folklore that emerged in Europe in the nineteenth century, he enters a conversation with other folklorists to help account for the origin of the belief in fairies and the persistence of fairy tales, using the existence of pygmy people throughout the world as one kind of evidence.

From Tyson in 1699 through the late nineteenth century, “scientific” discourses of anatomy, folklore, and evolution in---formed the conversation about origin, “progress,” and “civilization” that became essential both to colonialist ideologies of conversion and commerce and to children’s literature and culture of the early twentieth century. The explicit link between the idea of the pygmy and a children’s literature intended for (white) children is based on assumptions of immaturity and inferiority in both the African (or any racialized miniature) and the “child”—an idea reminiscent of dwarf discourse, as well. Ashis Nandy describes these “adultist” assumptions in this way: “to the extent adulthood itself is valued as a symbol of completeness and as an end-product of growth or development, childhood is seen as an imperfect transitional state on the way to adulthood, normality, full socialization and humanness. . . . Much of the pull of the ideology of colonialism and much of the power of the idea of modernity can be traced to the evolutionary implications of the concept of the child in the Western worldview.”4 Indeed, as Carole G. Silver notes, for some Victorian ethnologists organizing a hierarchical scale of human evolution, the Pygmy represented the lowest biological human form: “. . . the Pygmy, still lower in the evolutionary chain [than the childlike African “savage”], was a permanent fetus, a case of arrested development.”5 We might call the Pygmy a kind of Tom Thumb figure. Children’s literature, with its focus on improving and instructing the child reader, thus mirrors colonialist activities meant to “develop” the African continent into a collection of modern Europeanized colonies.

As well as being a kind of fetal Tom Thumb figure whose status is unclear, the pygmy was also understood within a freak show mentality of collecting curiosities or as characters from folklore, or even as toys. Colonial missionary narratives and travel books that punctuate their tales of trial and conquest, wonder and conversion, with descriptions, drawings, and photographs of pygmy “others,” even if not written explicitly for children, illustrate well the relationship between children’s literature and the idea of the pygmy. The Englishman Captain Guy Burrows, whose colonialist travelogue The Land of the Pigmies (1898) concludes with a letter from the King of the Belgians, Leopold II, who calls the Congolese pygmies he encounters during his three-year posting (1894–1897) in Africa “queer little freaks.”6 The first-person colonial narratives tend to infantilize the pygmy people, transforming them into children or even fairies or Lilliputians in a manner suggestive of Windle. A good example of this fairy effect can be found in William Geil’s armchair traveler’s book A Yankee in Pigmy Land (1905) (see Plate 21). Geil fetishizes the central African pygmy as the greatest “trophy” of his journey. He gushes, “At last I saw a real Pigmy! And I managed to photograph him! Later on we met two more pigmies!”7 Once he regains his composure, his more typical wry tone resumes and Geil frames his interaction with the Congo Free State African in terms specifically related to the subordinate status of childhood, a convention of colonialist discourse that understands the colonial encounter as bringing “maturity” to the native populations through the example of “civilization.” For Geil, this young African, a chief’s son, contains all of the qualities of a folktale trickster: he is “bewitching,” “elfin,” and a member of “a race of Tom Thumbs.”8

Ruth B. Fisher, a British Catholic stationed in Uganda from 1900, calls her mission field “Pigmy-Land,” an obvious nod to “fairyland.”9 Naming whatever region of Africa they visit as “Pygmyland” seems to be a kind of universal response of western missionaries and travel writers. Fisher is more respectful in her approach to the short-statured native people she encounters—she protests against making them into objects of display (a tragic commercial enterprise that I will discuss below): “The pigmies themselves are worthy of a better lot than to be carried off by a traveler and be made a show for the sordid curiosity of holiday crowds”10—and recounts the long history of pygmies as described by Herodotus. Yet she also comments on the lack of physical and moral progress the people have made throughout their history.11

Those late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century westerners in Africa who write about pygmy people—missionaries, travel-writers, explorers, colonialists—picture through words and (often) photographs these tiny dark-skinned “others” for their audiences at home. Extending Daniel Headrick’s thesis described in The Tools of Empire, Paul S. Landau argues that photography—as well as the Gatling gun, steamship, and quinine—functioned as a “tool of the empire”: “As racial ideologues accommodated Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution to their way of thinking, the concerns of physical anthropology were joined to the power of photography in order visually to ‘type’ indigenes in Australia, Africa and Asia.”12 These images play an integral role in defining pygmies as a “species” rather than individual humans. Often an identified white person—the I and “eye” of the book—will be photographed with a “tribe” or group of anonymous persons.

Not only the dominant size of the white colonialist is emphasized in these photographs, but also the stark contrast between the “exceptional” westerner and the unknown Africans. After the Boer War, John Buchan, the prolific Scots author, editor, war correspondent and Governor-General of Canada, spent time in South Africa as a government administrator. In his book The African Colony (1903), Buchan wrote: “Mentally [the African] is as crude and naïve as a child, with a child’s curiosity and ingenuity, and a child’s practical inconsequence. Morally he has none of the traditions of self-discipline and order which are implicit, though often in a degraded form, in white people. In a word, he cannot be depended upon as an individual save under fairly vigilant restraint.”13

While misleading in a different way, the ideal of the Noble Savage inverts the judgment of the African as degraded and degenerate and offers a counter-narrative to the negative portrayals of native people found in the travelogues of Buchan, Fisher, and Geil. The well-known idea first promoted by Montaigne and Jean-Jacques Rousseau had its detractors, as well. Charles Dickens’s infamous essay “The Noble Savage,” published in Household Words in 1853, lampooned the myth.14 In The Poor Indians: British Missionaries, Native Americans, and Colonial Sensibility (2004), Laura M. Stevens notes the relationship between the idea of the Noble Savage and the related ideology she describes as “the poor Indians.” Stevens comments, “. . . the figure of the poor Indian borrowed much from the noble savage, whose moral simplicity was used to set off Europeans’ contrasting hypocrisy. Ultimately, though, these figures oppose each other. Poor Indians are defined through their need for the very things that noble savages do not need, Christianity and European civilization.”15 Missionaries writing about pygmies in Africa tend to subscribe to the “poor Indian” mythology much more than to the ideal of the Noble Savage.

While providing for the poor African’s “needs,” Anglo-American missionaries and travelers described virtually everything about Africa as strange, difficult, or dangerous for the westerner. In Geil’s opinion, “a light skin is fatal to those who live in tropical countries,”16 and the native people themselves are perceived to be threatening. The pygmy tribes, although their small size is continually noted and marveled at in a patronizing way, as I’ve described above, are also credited with skills in hunting and fighting. According to Geil, when in their home, though they may be considered to be “jolly miniatures,” they are also “Nimrods,” an allusion to the biblical mighty hunter, Noah’s great-grandson.17

“Little Burnt Faces”: Myths of Africa and Nineteenth-
Century Spectacle18

In western children’s literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Africa is generally described using the language of knowledge and discovery. Jan Nederveen Pieterse interrogates this Eurocentric view in White on Black: Images of Africa and Blacks in Western Popular Culture (1992), arguing that “the journeys of exploration did not simply produce ‘knowledge,’ they were also large-scale operations in myth-making, and they unfolded in a kind of western ‘tunnel vision’ that was to culminate in European colonialism.”19 In books for Euro-American children, “the dark Continent”—so-called by white Europeans and Americans even into the 1950s—and its inhabitants were described and dissected for educational and sometimes religious purposes.20 For example, in a biography of David Livingstone (1813–1873) written as part of the “Heroes of the Cross” series of children’s books (published in the 1950s by a British publisher with imprints in America, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand), colonialist ideologies of mapping, penetrating, and patronizing pervade the story of the Scots medical missionary who traveled through much of Africa during the mid-nineteenth century. The narrator directly addresses the (white) reader at a number of different moments, situating Livingstone as an explorer whose presence in Africa appeared to create Africa: “Now you know a pioneer is a man who goes where other people have never been.”21 After Livingstone reaches the Zambezi River Falls, and names it for Queen Victoria, the narrator comments, “Still, a man who first discovered such a wonderful sight as the Victoria Falls had some right to be just a little tiny bit vain. Don’t you think so?”22 Livingstone meets many native people—described in the text as savages, and labeled according to their “color” and size: “Not all of the natives that Livingstone saw were black. Some of them were little brown people called Bushmen. And they were very clever, too.”23

The tiny and “clever” Bushmen (a popular term still in use to describe southern African peoples such as the San, Khoi, or Batwa), exotic figures whose “discovery,” along with that of the Congo pygmies, reinforced theories of social evolution and racialized human classification systems, were widely associated with ancient myths of Pygmies, or dwarf people.24 Travel literature and photographs only whetted the appetites of curious westerners to see the African “fairies.” In fact, once discovered in the nineteenth century, the African pygmies were not left alone but put on display. For western audiences, this displacement changed the emphasis of their meaning from childlike merry hunters in need of civilizing and Christianizing, to captive “savages” performing the “idea of the pygmy” in traveling exhibits, museums, world’s fairs and even zoos. There is more than a touch of the commercialism and exploitation of blackness found in blackface minstrelsy within the spectacle of nearly enslaved pygmies and other aboriginal people performing as miniature exotics for white audiences. As the era of minstrelsy waned in America through the latter half of the nineteenth century (though popular in Britain, minstrelsy was primarily an entertainment export), colonialist expansion in Africa, Australia, and South America steadily increased. As we have seen in chapter three, venues for exhibiting native people in costume, such as Barnum’s American Museum and less celebrated dime museums, burgeoned in late Victorian America and Britain.25 Indeed, “the little burnt faces,” as Geil calls the Congo pygmies he meets, who are made to dance, stage fights, and construct traditional crafts, are treated as Lilliputians in blackface, although the face they put on does not come from burnt cork, but from performing primitivism, performing Africa in miniature, within the context of the ideologies of scientific inquiry, white supremacy, freak show and exploitation of the small.

Roslyn Poignant argues in Professional Savages: Captive Lives and Western Spectacle (2004) that the displacement and display of aboriginals in the late nineteenth century heralded spectacle as an integral part of modernity: “as [spectacle] was configured in the fairgrounds, circuses, exhibition halls, theatres and museum spaces.”26 According to Annie E. Coombes, the organizers of European exhibitions created powerful myths about Africa through the “exhibitionary narratives” of black performers in simulated villages or in dramatic re-enactments of white/black conflict that relied upon a “rhetoric of ‘objectivity’ and ‘authenticity.’ ”27 Colonial ideologies of racial hierarchies, belief in teleological western progress, and an early form of “edu-tainment” coalesced around the figure of the “savage” in what Poignant calls the “show-space”—“a cultural space that is both a zone of displacement for the performers and a place of spectacle for the onlookers.”28 In 1882, Barnum sent a letter to several hundred consulates and towns throughout the world, seeking agents to carry out his desire to collect “specimens of uncivilized peoples” for an exhibit at his traveling show. Barnum’s interest in pygmies was in direct line with his success with General Tom Thumb and other dwarf performers. Barnum was keen not only to assemble what were understood to be the world’s races, but also to highlight factors of “extraordinary peculiarity” such as size, talent, and deformity.29 The pygmy, in Barnum’s and others’ estimation, was thus doubly attractive, representing both a “degenerate” race and extreme size difference.

Given this intense interest in exotic tribespeople, it is not surprising that they would be featured at one of the world’s foremost show-spaces—the World’s Fair. Members of small-statured peoples from the Congo were displayed, along with other native people from around the globe, as an educative ethnological exhibit at the 1904 World’s Fair, held in St. Louis, Missouri.30 Also known as the Louisiana Purchase Exposition (celebrating the centennial of the Louisiana Purchase which doubled the size of the United States at the time it was acquired from France), the World’s Fair in St. Louis was America’s largest and most successful, attracting over 18 million visitors to the nearly 1,300-acre fairgrounds during its seven-month run. Millions of children, paying 25 cents for the privilege, attended the fair and were awed by the Pike—the mile-long midway (from which the phrase “coming down the Pike” originated)—as well as by the animal shows, ice-cream, twice-daily re-enactments of the Boer War, and “villages” of some 1,200 native peoples from around the world. These indigenous people included Eskimos, Filipinos, the Ainu from Japan, South Americans, Native Americans from over fifty different tribes, and a number of tribal or family groups from Africa, including pygmies from the Congo.31 The fair organizers wished to emphasize not only the future by way of commercial and industrial innovations and discoveries in mechanics and technology, but also the human past, and for this, the theories of a new science—anthropology—were relied upon to construct a narrative of human triumphalism.32

Samuel Phillips Verner, African explorer and sometime missionary, was the primary collector of Africans for the St. Louis Fair. Phillips Verner Bradford, Verner’s grandson, argues that the reasoning behind his grandfather’s task in helping to assemble the Africans for display at the St. Louis World’s Fair was to make the case that human evolution could be traced in native African people:

Under Dr. W. J. McGee [the head of the Anthropology Department of the Fair], special agents of the fair were dispatched to the four corners of the Earth. Their mission, McGee wrote, was to assemble “representatives of all the world’s races, ranging from smallest pygmies to the most gigantic peoples, from the darkest blacks to the dominant whites.” Anthropology wanted to start with “the lowest known culture,” and work its way up to man’s “highest culmination.” This “highest culmination” was plainly the culmination symbolized by the exposition itself, a culture moving rapidly from the “Age of Metal” into the “Age of Power.”33

This colonialist narrative of progress, of black and white, and big and small, coalesced in the figure of one man, the pygmy Ota Benga.

Ota Benga and Children’s Literature

When Verner, dispatched to Africa by the Head of Anthropology of the St. Louis World’s Fair, first met Ota Benga in the spring of 1904, the young African was in desperate straits. While he had been away from his camp for several days hunting an elephant, the Force Publique, native “tax collectors” for King Leopold II, came upon Ota Benga’s camp and demanded ivory. The pygmies had none to give, and in retaliation most of the inhabitants of the camp, including Ota Benga’s family, were slaughtered. When Ota Benga returned to his camp, he was captured and brought to a slave market. There Verner found the grieving man and bought him for a pound of salt and a bolt of cloth. Ota Benga was perfect for Verner’s purposes: he was tractable, tiny (about 4 foot 8 inches in height), and looked exotic. Perhaps it was because Ota Benga’s world had been irrevocably destroyed that he agreed to travel to America.34

The pygmy exhibit at the World’s Fair was very popular (see Plate 22). Ota Benga was singled out as a cannibal and his pointed teeth, in particular, elicited strong reactions from the audience. Visitors wishing to see Ota Benga’s teeth had to pay an additional 5 cents. Although Ota Benga’s true feelings have not been documented, once the Fair was open, Verner wove a tale that emphasized Ota Benga’s gratitude toward him and delight in leaving Africa and coming to America. During his months on display in the ethnographic exhibit of the Fair, Ota Benga and the others were jeered at and hit with mud pies as they shivered in the cold (they were made to wear native costume inadequate to the weather conditions). The pygmies were also forced to participate in the anthropological athletic games. After the conclusion of the Fair, Ota Benga went back to Africa with Verner who, true to his word, returned the Africans to the Congo Free State. According to a 2002 short documentary made about Ota Benga’s life, the nine pygmies who were part of the World’s Fair exhibit were given $8.35 as a group payment when the Fair closed.35 While in Africa, Ota Benga married among the Batwa and accompanied Verner on his subsequent travels collecting African animal specimens. After his wife’s death from a snake bite, Ota Benga returned to America with Verner and, in 1906, along with a poisonous snake and a chimpanzee, ended up at the New York Zoological Gardens, also known as the Bronx Zoo.

For almost two weeks in late summer, Ota Benga was a guest of the zoo, allowed to wander around and visit the animals and the zoo director, who often had a message for him from Verner. But a trap of “Darwinism, Barnumism, pure and simple racism”36 was laid for Ota Benga in the Bronx Zoo as he became a prisoner of the Monkey House. As Bradford and Blume comment flatly about this time period in Ota Benga’s life, “He didn’t have to do much. He just had to be short and black.”37 To emphasize the evolutionary point that humans and primates share a common ancestor—and the outrageous assertion that some humans are more closely related to monkeys than others—Ota Benga was exhibited with the orang-utan.38 This view was not unique to American anthropologists: the aforementioned Captain Burrows, an English officer with the Force Publique (the group that had massacred Ota Benga’s first wife and children and band), argued in 1898 that pygmies function outside of time and history and thus have not ascended very high on the evolutionary ladder: “The low state of their mental development is shown by the following facts. They have no regard for time, nor have they any records or traditions of the past; no religion is known among them, nor have they any fetich [sic] rights; they do not seek to know the future by occult means, as do their neighbors; in short, they are, to my thinking, the closest link with the original Darwinian anthropoid ape extant.”39 Although the focus here is on “anthropological reductionism,” we are not far from Tyson’s 1699 anatomical theory conflating the chimpanzee with the pygmy.40

Ota Benga was an overnight international sensation: his new address was reported all over the world and children and their parents flocked to the zoo. On one Sunday, 40,000 people visited Ota Benga’s exhibit.41 Yet controversy over Ota Benga’s incarceration and display with apes quickly arose. A delegation of African American Baptist ministers, led by the Reverend James H. Gordon, superintendent of the Howard Colored Orphan Asylum in Brooklyn, protested Ota Benga’s role at the zoo. Gordon declared, “ ‘Our race, we think, is depressed enough . . . without exhibiting one of us with the apes. We think we are worthy of being considered human beings, with souls.’ ”42 After a month of record attendance at the zoo, continual press coverage, and concomitant with Ota Benga’s escalating hostility toward the crowds of people who gathered to watch and taunt him, Ota Benga was released from the zoo by Verner (still his “owner”) and remanded to the custody of the Reverend Gordon and the orphan asylum.43 Once again, through his misplacement at the orphanage, the repository of children, Ota Benga was considered to be something other than a man; he was merely small. And Ota Benga never really fit in with the children or took to academic pursuits. He worked as a farm laborer at the Asylum’s agricultural facility on Long Island and eventually drifted away from the orphanage.44 In 1910 he left the New York City region for good and settled in Lynchburg, Virginia, in a well-established black community surrounded by a bountiful countryside. He wore pants, had his teeth capped, learned to speak English and even converted to Christianity. Yet he spent most of his time in the woods hunting. If he ever considered returning to Africa he could neither afford the steamship ticket nor call upon Verner for assistance since he had disappeared from Ota Benga’s life. On March 20, 1916, Ota Benga stole a revolver and shot himself in the chest. After years of being ignored, in death he made the papers once again.

Bradford and Blume ask, “Who was Ota Benga? Elf, dwarf, cannibal, Wildman, savage loose in the metropolis, beyond ape but not quite human, stunted, retarded, incomplete . . . —these are among the contemporary descriptions of him.”45 In life and in death, Ota Benga was a miniature “other” burdened with ideologies of social evolution, racial hierarchies, and primitivism. As the early twentieth century western world’s most famous African, a modern-day Friday living out a contemporary Robinsonnade-cum-minstel show, Ota Benga became a symbol of colonized “Africa” for the white world, another specimen to be exhibited.46 At the same time, I suggest, Ota Benga’s literary afterlife symbolizes the obsession with the miniature—in particular, the racialized miniature—that constructs a powerful motif traceable in Anglo-American children’s adventure stories from the 1920s forward.

Given the pervasive associations made between Africans and comedy in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it is dismaying, yet not surprising, that caricatures of Africans are replicated in adventure tales such as the Doctor Dolittle series of novels, first published in the 1920s, by the Anglo-American author Hugh Lofting (1886–1947).47 Lofting’s books, set in the first part of the nineteenth century,48 were innovations of nineteenth-century boys’ tales of derring-do and conquest made popular by authors such as R. M. Ballantyne (1825–1894), G. A. Henty (1832–1902), Rider Haggard (1856–1925) and Edgar Rice Burroughs (1875–1950). Romances such as Haggard’s, for example, helped to create a context for interpretations of Africa as backward and exotic, an “undiscovered” land that helped (white) boys to become men and, as such, these books—and later Lofting’s—advanced powerful imperialist statements that reached a wide audience.49 In his popular books combining plots of voyage and discovery with domestic comedy, Lofting leavened the conventional adventure story with gentle social commentary, an unlikely hero, and a fantastic premise. Hugh Walpole proclaimed in 1923 that in Lofting a successor to those giants of the nursery—Charlotte Yonge, Juliana Horatia Ewing, Mrs. Gatty and Lewis Carroll—had been found.50 Yet, as many critics since have noted, although Lofting wrote movingly against cruelty to animals, he also, as Donnarae MacCann argues, “was apparently an unwitting originator of regressive, racially biased children’s books.”51

Some of Lofting’s illustrations in the first book in the series, The Story of Doctor Dolittle (1920), underscore the kind of “missing link” evolutionary thinking that emerges from anthropological theorizing about pygmies such as Ota Benga. In the illustration, a gigantic top-hatted Doctor Dolittle takes the pulse of a tiny monkey that stands upon a steamer-trunk (a symbol of colonialist domination through travel and “discovery”) wearing native costume very similar to Ota Benga’s (see Plate 23). (Lofting had been a railway engineer in West Africa before the First World War and would have been familiar with some forms of African dress.) The tiny monkey appears as a pygmy figure in the act of being rescued by the white doctor whose top hat, enormous hands, and pocket watch all confer authority and superiority.52 We can contrast this image with one of Ota Benga’s official Bronx Zoo photographs in which he is holding a chimp. Zoo officials, who quite religiously kept records and photographs of all of their animals, did not know how to classify a human being; they solved the conundrum by posing Ota Benga with a chimpanzee and filing the photograph with the primate records.53

Lofting located the miniature racial other in his characterizations of the comic and foolish young African character, Prince Bumpo, whom Doctor Dolittle and his animal companions meet when they go to Africa to save the monkeys from a terrible spreading sickness. Bumpo is a recurring character, but he plays his most significant role in The Story of Doctor Dolittle. While he is not physically tiny, he is comically figured as a child—naïve and foolish (see Plate 24). Prince Bumpo’s childlikeness is also emphasized through his preferred reading material—fairy tales—which he takes to be factual. This characterization of the fairy-tale-reading, childlike black native places Lofting’s Bumpo as an inheritor of the ideology that manipulated Africans such as Ota Benga into becoming performative minstrel pygmies. Even his name—Bumpo—is reminiscent of “Tambo,” the tambourine-playing endman in blackface minstrel shows. Lofting’s illustration of Bumpo, whose features are grossly exaggerated, reading his fairy tales, curled up, head in hand, supports this reading of the childish minstrel performer made familiar by caricatures of Africans and minstrel-show advertisements.

Inflamed by his passion for Sleeping Beauty, whose tale he had read, Bumpo searched widely for her: “ ‘And having traveled through the world many days, I at last found her and kissed the lady very gently to awaken her—as the book said I should. ’Tis true indeed that she awoke. But when she saw my face she cried out, “Oh, he’s black”! And she ran away and wouldn’t marry me—.’ ”54 Believing that whiteface alone would increase his chances of success with Sleeping Beauty, Bumpo appeals to the doctor to transform his face into a reversal of blackface (he adds that he will cover the rest of his body with “shining armor and gauntlets of steel, like the other white princes, and ride on a horse.”55 To Bumpo’s delight, the doctor succeeds not only in changing his skin “to the color of snow,” but also in altering his eyes, “which had been mud-colored, [to] a manly gray!”56 Bumpo is so pleased with his new complexion that he begs to keep the doctor’s looking glass (a trope borrowed from “Snow White”) in order to look at his face all day long. Bumpo desires another kind of conversion—from “savage” to courtly knight, minstrel clown and cannibal to suitor, from African to European—that is also predicated on a hierarchy of color.57

Certainly, the discourse of conversion—of true and false gods, righteousness, patronage, repudiation—is also the language of colonization and of many children’s books from the eighteenth century and after. Lofting’s “conversion” narrative is meant to be comic, yet the satire is actually focused upon the absurdity of the black youth’s notion that he could be equal to the pure-white heroine of a fairy tale. In the second volume of the series, The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle (1922), as explanation for why he cannot leave the “Red Indians” who have made him their chief, Doctor Dolittle says, “They are, as it were, my own children—I never had any children of my own—and I am terribly interested in how they will grow up.’ ”58 Lofting falls upon the familiar trope of linking native people with children, miniaturizing and patronizing their cultures and values as incomplete and other. As David Steege notes, in the Doctor Dolittle books, “Africa is there to confirm the West’s view of itself, not to disturb it.”59

A decade after Lofting first released his animal fantasy stories, American journalist and travel writer Richard Halliburton began to publish books about his adventures around the world that extend in non-fiction the colonialist thinking about Africa and Africans found in Lofting’s novels.60 These compilations of travel narratives, such as The Famous Adventures of Richard Halliburton (1932), were intended for a general readership, yet their popularity with youth led to additional books aimed at children; these texts reworked the material in some of his earlier stories, employed direct address and a self-conscious frame narrative—taking the young reader on a trip to “The Occident” or “The Orient.” I would like to examine, in particular, an account of Halliburton’s relationship with two African children, published first as “The Two Slaves” in The Famous Adventures of Richard Halliburton and then, some six years later, recycled as “The Slave City” in Richard Halliburton’s Second Book of Marvels: The Orient (1938). These tales represent examples of colonialist appropriations of the racialized miniature for comic and ideological purposes and emphasize the performative aspects of the African child, another kind of racialized miniature.61

In the first telling of the tale, Halliburton and his pilot, Moye Stephens, arrive in the West African French colonial city Timbuctoo [sic] by biplane, christened “The Flying Carpet.” For centuries, Timbuctoo was a thriving commercial center in the Mali empire run by the Tuaregs, Muslim trans-Saharan trade merchants. In addition to selling salt and gold, Timbuctoo was also a notorious slave market.62 During their stay, the two travelers were continually annoyed by the bat colonies that roosted in the ceiling mats of the mud houses, and squeaked by day and flew in and out of the windows all night. Halliburton’s solution was to buy two slaves to help combat the bats.

As Halliburton relates, “To me, that idea seemed in no way shocking, for both my grandfathers had been slaveowners in Tennessee, and I had been brought up believing in the sanctity of the institution.”63 To his surprise, the only slaves available to Halliburton were “miniatures”—not pygmies, but two ten-year-old children—“. . . rather pretty children, judging from Negro standards, and apparently about as healthy as the goats they herded.”64 He bought them for five dollars each. As the new owners of these children, the two men had the privilege of naming them. Going down the alphabet, they considered a number of ordinary Anglo names such as Alice, Eddie, Mabel, and Pat, but settled on pet names instead: Little Eva and Monkey. “Monkey,” of course, calls to mind the “missing link” theory relied upon by the scientific and popular press (including children’s books) that posits Africans such as Ota Benga as close relatives to primates. But why “Little Eva”?

This section of Halliburton’s adventure for young (white) readers corresponds with Lofting’s fantasy of childhood reading and complexion-envy, though Halliburton’s story is based on fact rather than fiction. “The Two Slaves” represents yet one more use of the conversion narrative—in this case, also inflected by notions of the vulnerability of the child and the small—for colonialist, racist ends. Halliburton alludes to another well-known “fairy tale” of a sleeping/dying white girl: not “Sleeping Beauty,” in this case, but Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). “Little Eva” is the angelic golden-haired five-year-old daughter of a wealthy plantation owner around whose bedside, as she lies dying, people gather in order to hear her “good news” of God’s love. Halliburton’s decision to name the enslaved girl “Little Eva” and not “Topsy” (the name of the impish slave girl whose antics were burlesqued in dramatic re-enactments of Uncle Tom’s Cabin as recently as the early part of the twentieth century) ironically and cynically reverses the two characters’ identities so that the enslaved African child becomes the beloved American character. Stowe’s Little Eva converts both slave and plantation owner alike through her innocence and perfect faith, and, as Halliburton relates with a relish meant to be comic, Little Eva (with Monkey), true to her name, converts Halliburton and the pilot—into slaves themselves: “Looking after Monkey and Little Eva became a twenty-four-hours-a-day job. Moye was finally driven into remarking that he didn’t know who were the slaves—they or we. They were as free and happy as the wind, enjoying life and liberty as they never had before, while Moye and I, the distracted slaveowners, found ourselves more and more shackled with the responsibility of our two little savages.”65 Yet, ultimately, of course, the African Little Eva’s “attempts” at converting the white men around her through her innocence, beauty, and affection (she is forever hugging the two men) fail; her story lacks the purposeful and moving “happy” ending provided by Little Eva’s death in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Though Stowe’s Little Eva dies, her purity—seemingly unavailable to her African namesake—is the catalyst for redemption; the Timbuctoo Little Eva’s inability to “understand that she was a slave”66 seals her fate, and she and Monkey are taken back to the Tuareg chief. The chief refuses to repurchase the children, but accepts Halliburton’s ten-dollar bribe to take them off his hands. In a further indulgence of his ironic “white slave” metaphor, Halliburton declares himself “emancipated” once the children are gone.67

What changes were made to this story in its retelling for Halliburton’s book aimed at a young readership? In Richard Halliburton’s Complete Book of Marvels, published in 1938, the rationalization that slave ownership was a sacred institution has been deleted in favor of a comment meant to put distance between Halliburton and the decision to own slaves. He takes cover under the excuse of “resorting” to local custom.68 In this version, Halliburton mentions the “long sad journey” many Africans had endured when “Arab overlords” sold them to America.69 The children are named “Little Eva” and “Monkey,” as before, but the emphasis is placed on ordinary child life: descriptions of the children’s antics, the pretty red costumes procured for them to wear, and the good “parenting” that Halliburton and Stephens give the children by providing a balanced diet, adequate sleeping arrangements, clean clothing and bedtime rituals. Ultimately, as in the first telling of this series of events, the two men decide that their failures in “slave-training” mean that they cannot keep the children. However, the price of return doubles in this version of the tale: Halliburton must pay the slave trader a bribe of ten dollars for each child. In a direct address to the young reader added to this later book, Halliburton concludes, “You say you’d like to meet Little Eva and Monkey before we go? I’d like to see them again too, but I’m afraid there’s no use trying. Several years have passed since I said good-by to them. They are almost grown now, and I have no doubt that they’ve been sold long ago by their Arab owner to other Arabs somewhere in the vast Sahara. Wherever they are, I hope they have kind masters—and lots of pink soap, and vitamins, and the reddest pants in Africa.”70 When it was in his power to do so, Halliburton does not free the children, nor does he later wish they were no longer enslaved. He converts two young people, who are in fact slaves, to positions of “childhood” that are merely performative and illusory, and transforms the tragedy of their history into what is meant to be a humorous story with commercial overtones. At this point, Halliburton’s pity for the children is worthless.

Exploitative conditions circumscribe the idea of the pygmy just as they do the folktale miniature, court dwarf and performative dwarf discussed in the first three chapters. Both the African pygmy and the African child similarly function as incomplete, merry, and unselfconscious beings. Both are quite valuable as performers who display for white audiences the idea of the African pygmy (savage, primitive, and heathen) and “missing link” ideologies. Since he literally owns the children for a time, Halliburton misuses the language of parental responsibility when writing about Little Eva and Monkey. This “colonial” relationship between big and small, owner and “product,” ringmaster and entertainer, colonizer and colonized—like the relationships between Verner and Ota Benga, Henrietta Maria and Jeffrey Hudson, P. T. Barnum and Charles Stratton, among many others—are characterized, in part, by unethical manipulations of the small for the pleasure of the big. The mutability of the miniature’s many stories—retold in folklore, emblems, myth, early novels (such as Gulliver’s Travels) and children’s literature—attests to the enduring nature of his role as linchpin of complex cultural fantasies about others and origins. The figure of the pygmy not only recalls these same issues, but highlights the ethical dilemmas that arise from the collisions between racist scientific “knowledge,” popular imagination, and emerging humanistic sensibilities and postcolonial perspectives that begin to recognize the subjectivity of the other. Within children’s literature, responses to these clashes take the form of revision, adaptation, and censorship.

Adapting Lusus naturae: The Child and the Eth(n)ics of Size

Let’s return to the scene in Gulliver’s Travels in which the tiny Gulliver is examined by the learned Brobdingnagians. As I discussed in chapter one, the puzzled group of philosophers advance a number of theories to account for Gulliver’s littleness. After discarding many different ideas, including living fetus, they determine that he represents a kind of joke: a lusus naturae, or “sport of nature.” African pygmies and other miniatures, such as the performing dwarf or court dwarf, as well as miniatures within children’s literature of the 1930s, ’40s and ’50s and western culture more generally, are often treated as “jokes” and expected to entertain adults or the “large” (however conceived). Thus, the lusus naturae functions as an apt symbol for many representations of the miniature racialized other depicted in children’s literature. Yet, within this same period, an ethics of the relationship between big and small was developing. One site for this work can be found in T. H. White’s Mistress Masham’s Repose (1947), an adaptation and extension of Swift’s satiric Gulliver’s Travels. In his particular reimagination of the foundational text of miniaturization/giganticization, White focused upon the exact relationship between big and small that this study, and postcolonial theory and inquiry more generally, remains interested in today.

Although Gulliver is respectful of the well-ordered Lilliputian culture, the frivolous war with the neighboring kingdom of Blefuscu and the ridiculous Big-Endian egg controversy—fought over which end of the egg should first be cracked before eating—spotlights a “childish” and petty national character. Of course, Swift is lampooning British society via the small (read small-minded) Lilliputians in comparison to the “lofty” Gulliver; though his tone is wry throughout the book, White never ridicules the Lilliputian descendants or uses them metaphorically to represent human folly. His interest elaborates an ethics of big and small that, as Joan Bodger noted in 1965, “is the central theme of English children’s literature” and could well serve as an inspiration for postcolonial children’s literature’s exploration of race, authority, and age difference—that is to say, much of contemporary children’s literature, as well.71

Mistress Masham’s Repose was written for Amaryllis Garnett (the infant daughter of White’s closest friend, David Garnett), completed in 1944 and published in 1947. White’s novel tells the story of a young orphan and her discovery of a community of Lilliputians whose ancestors were stolen from the island of Lilliput after Gulliver’s tenure there. Although the tale was a Book of the Month Club selection and has been called a “minor classic” of children’s literature, it is not particularly well known today.72 This is a pity as the book is a fascinating and complex study of interpersonal ethics set within an expanded folktale plot complete with villains, child hero, kindly helper and a miniature race.

White’s novel features ten-year-old orphan Maria who lives on an immense dilapidated English estate, Malplaquet, with her governess, Miss Brown. White based Malplaquet on the grounds of Stowe School, where he was once a teacher and later Head of English. The adults in Maria’s life, Miss Brown, and Maria’s guardian, the vicar, Mr. Hater, are repulsive and unkind. Whenever possible, the lonely and ill-treated Maria slips out of the house and explores the vast grounds, looking for adventure. One day she rows to the tiny island in the middle of the estate’s lake and discovers a minuscule baby cradled in a walnut shell. That the miniature is an infant—not a tiny proto-adult such as Thumbelina or Tom Thumb—in possession of a mother who will fight Maria fiercely in order to protect her child, emphasizes White’s obsessive attention to realistic details within his remarkable fantasy world. As Martin Kellman notes, in Mistress Masham’s Repose “we get a masterful recreation of three societies at once, a Utopian one, an eighteenth-century one and an extension of a famous, miniature one, all triumphs of the concrete imagination.”73 The “concrete” nature of White’s vision, in fact, provides the perfect backdrop to the important philosophical issues the book raises.

White’s interest is in exploring the ramifications of love, and the potent desire to possess the other; he argues that this desire must be suppressed. For her part, Maria is utterly charmed by the tiny people—yet they refuse to behave like toys one might own and play with. After Maria shows her find to the Professor, one of only two friends she has in the world, she complains that mother and child are “no fun.”74 The Professor’s heated response exposes Maria’s unfeeling behavior: “ ‘Why should she be fun? Why should she do anything? Why should she eat? Is she yours?’ ”75 The theme of ownership and obligation is so strong in the novel, in fact, that White toyed with the idea of titling the book “No Masters, No Slaves.”76 In any colonial relationship, the identities of colonizer and colonized jointly form an unequal power exchange. The Professor would have Maria reject the role of colonizer altogether, and he convinces Maria to return the two to their home and warns her about the dangers inherent in her desire for the little people: Maria might tyrannize and the Lilliputians might fawn; these unhealthy behaviors would transform Maria into a lordly bully and the others into feeble dependents.77 Although Maria protests, she ultimately returns the Lilliputians, meets their spokesman, the Schoolmaster, and becomes intimately acquainted with the entire community.

Maria learns how the original Lilliputians, at the mercy of one so much bigger than they, had been enslaved and ill-treated. In the eighteenth century the Lilliputians had been captured by the captain who transported Gulliver home and who later returned to Lilliput to collect as many people and animals as possible and exploit them for profit. The Schoolmaster of Lilliput in Exile, who is Maria’s teacher in the history and ways of the Lilliputians, relates that, to their captor, “ ‘our broken and distrackted [sic] People were Creatures not possessed of human Rights, nor shelter’d by the Laws of Nations. Our Cattle were for his Profit, because we could not defend them; our very Persons were an Object of Cupidity, for he had determined to show us in his native Land, as Puppet Shews and Mimes.’ ”78 Thus the descendants of the original Lilliputians taken to England have grown to be a secretive and suspicious people for their history was shaped by the tyranny of the big over the small. Maria knows their past, yet still a child, she cannot withstand the allure of attempting to make the tiny into wonderfully animated, perfect, playthings: “Although she was decent, as was shown by her offer to carry the Schoolmaster in the barrel, she was still young. The more she adored and wondered at the doings of her six-inch People, the more she wanted to take control of them. She wanted to play with them, like lead soldiers, and even dreamed of being their queen.”79 Maria compels some of the Lilliputians to playact for her; she chooses a favorite and makes a toy out of him. The people begin to hide when she visits the island. Ultimately, after she puts her favorite into a toy airplane and he is injured, the Lilliputians reject her.

Again, the Professor offers advice in an effort to educate Maria in the ethics of responding to the “other.” The Professor reminds her of the difference in point of view between the tiny Lilliputians and a full-grown child: “ ‘Now, Maria, you must try to look at this from their point of view. It is an exceedingly curious situation. You are a child, but very big; they are grown-up, but very small.’ ”80 She asks to choose just a few to play with, but the Professor is stern: “ ‘If they had given in to you, they would never have been able to call their souls their own, and their economic life would have been upset in order to play at queens and subjects. However nice you were to them, it would have been intolerable.’ ”81 As she grows in maturity, Maria comes to marvel not at the People—their tiny size, their bodies, their minuteness, that is, what they look like—but who they are as a culture, their “minuscule Oeconomy.”82 One way in which this understanding comes about is through the ritual of gift-giving: “[what Maria] discovered was that it was a mistake for giants to choose small presents for dwarfs. The proper thing for a giant to do was to choose the largest present which a dwarf could possibly use, while the dwarf had to choose the smallest or finest thing which could be of use to the giant.”83 The most welcome and appropriate gift respects the ingenuity of both cultures—big and small.

Finally, Maria’s guardians discover the secret of the Lilliputians and resolve to capture and display them, kill Maria and frame the Professor for the deed. Their nefarious plans are foiled by the quick thinking and joint cooperation of Maria, the Lilliputians, the Professor and the Cook. All ultimately ends happily, as the Professor replaces Miss Brown as Maria’s teacher, her lost inheritance is restored, and the People, Maria, and a few others, live in harmony ever after.

A lesson from Mistress Masham’s Repose—size corrupts—is one we have seen manifested over and over again in colonialism and in the idea of the pygmy. Once an individual or group discovers that it is “big,” and thus someone else is “small,” tyranny or patronage can poison the relationship as the big attempts to own or control the small. Yet White’s novel also explores the opposite dynamic, the “Napoleon effect”: sometimes the small manipulates the large. Certainly this reversal forms an important aspect of the Tom Thumb trickster tales discussed in chapter one, as well as in dwarf children’s literature more generally (but is employed less often in children’s books about race—certainly twentieth-century books). When the Professor warns Maria that she must not keep the tiny woman and baby he urges her to recognize that her own powerlessness, her “littleness” as a child, could influence her to try to control something smaller than herself, or to prove that she is “great”: “ ‘Well then, Maria, although this is not a fashionable way of going on, nor even a successful one, it is a thing which I believe in—that people must not tyrannize, nor try to be great because they are little. My dear, you are a great person yourself, in any case, and you do not need to lord it over others, in order to prove your greatness.’ ”84 The wry and dry narrator reminds the reader of the power that the child possesses:

“Parents,” says the immortal Richard Hughes, who wrote the best book about children that was ever written, “finding that they see through their child in so many places the child does not know of, seldom realize that, if there is some point the child really gives his mind to hiding, their chances are nil.”85

In siding with the child against adults White shows himself to be a children’s book author in the style of Lewis Carroll (in the Alice books), E. Nesbit and J. M. Barrie—a position later taken up by authors such as Roald Dahl, Florence Parry Heide and Raymond Briggs—who similarly confront issues of big versus small.86

The tragic consequences, within a fictionalized colonial context, of the small lording it over and conquering the great are played out in a prize-winning French picture book, François Place’s The Last Giants (originally published in France in 1992 as Les derniers Géants, translated by William Rodarmor and published in English in 1993).87 This postcolonial cautionary tale is illustrated with detailed, delicate, whimsical and small-scale pen and ink watercolor illustrations, reminiscent of Mitsumasa Anno’s work, that at times belie the serious and violent events described in the text. In this picture book, a tragedy occurs as a result of the small’s tyranny and selfishness. Here, the small represents the mind—“civilized,” the “scientific,” and the “intellectual”—and the large embodies the ideal of the Noble Savage which focuses on the body in nature: artless and sensual. The book is a kind of fable, yet another rewriting of Gulliver’s Travels, and travel and adventure books such as Halliburton’s and the Doctor Dolittle series, in which the western and “civilized” world comes into contact with exaggerated racialized others. In this case, however, there are giants, rather than miniatures, as the “others” of extraordinary size.

The 75-page, text-heavy picture book (a detailed illustration that reflects the plot is framed on every other page) is told by a first-person narrator, the fictional nineteenth-century English explorer and scientist, Archibald Leopold Ruthmore (his second name, of course, reminds us of King Leopold II of Belgium, one of Africa’s most notorious and successful colonizers). On September 29, 1849, Ruthmore sets off on an expedition to Burma to find the Land of the Giants. The story is set within the context of colonial commerce and exploration: Ruthmore complains about the price of guides for his expedition and the bonuses he must promise the boldest natives who continue to accompany him, even after others turn back, on the hot, uncomfortable and tortuous trail. The trip is very dangerous: Ruthmore loses men to river rapids and then his entire company to a massacre by a headhunting tribe. Only Ruthmore survives. He continues on his quest, though he is exhausted and nearly starved. Finally, his fool’s errand is rewarded and he discovers, in succession, enormous footprints, a giants’ graveyard and, ultimately nine living giants, each 40 feet high (see Plate 25).

The half-dead Ruthmore, still sporting his top hat, is treated gently and compassionately by the giants. These beings are remarkable not only for their great size, but also for their beautiful singing voices and the elaborate tattoos that cover their bodies. After being restored by the giants, Ruthmore recounts, “ ‘They must have taken very good care of me, as not a trace of fatigue remained. To the contrary, I experienced a feeling of total well-being and found it almost normal to be casually rubbing shoulders (as it were) with the sweet-voiced colossi who had welcomed me with such kindness.”88 Ruthmore accepts the position in which most miniatures are placed, that of dependent child: “ ‘From our very first meeting, the Giants cared for me as they might a child. I remember our first real exchanges during long evenings together. The Giants would spend entire nights calling to the stars, one by one, their voices a chorus of mingled harmonies. The flowing melody was complex and repetitive, a rich tapestry of low, deep notes laced with extended variations, pure high trills, and crystalline flights. It was celestial music, and infinitely subtle.’ ”89

Although Ruthmore comes to appreciate the giants and their mysterious ways of communication, harmony, storytelling, and recording history (through their ever-changing tattoos), he is foremost a man of science—and this self-identity translates into commercial activities, trading in information and knowledge, and using people (the natives and ultimately the giants themselves) in order to elevate his own position in the western scientific community. When Ruthmore returns to England and publishes treatises on this lost race, he is at first laughed at and his findings scorned. Yet the end result of his detailed maps and scientific work is annihilation of the giant “others.” By revealing their existence to the curio-hunting world, Ruthmore conquers and exploits the giants as fully as if he had enslaved them. Ruthmore’s realization of the consequences of what he has written comes too late to save the giants. Ruthmore’s “scholarship” is used by others to locate the giants, kill them, and display their enormous heads as trophies.

Like Mistress Masham’s Repose, The Last Giants also rewrites Gulliver’s Travels, warning against the exploitation and oppression of “third worlds” populated by beings of extraordinary size—some of which exist within our midst, others we (westerners) seek and “discover.”90 In these worlds, as Gulliver finds, awe-inspiring miniature and giant others abound, but a cautionary note must be sounded as the knowledge of such others—in literature, as in life—generally results in their destruction. There is no happy ending in Place’s book. The tiny can disrupt the Eden of the large just as the large can disrupt the small’s paradise. The giants’ former perfect happiness—“At night, they celebrated the cycle of the seasons, the pathways of the stars, the always-troubled unions of water, earth, air, and fire. They seemed perfectly and eternally happy”91—is torn apart. The giant ape King Kong is another exaggerated “non-white” victim of “civilization.”92 Place rewrites the King Kong story to the extent that the remote giants are gentle, nurturing and maternal. Yet these isolated giants are sacrificial victims as much as the sexually frustrated captive Kong. If, famously, “Beauty killed the Beast” in King Kong—that is, the old story of racialized sexual desire leading to male disempowerment—the giants’ story reveals the rotten underside of “discovery”: loss and extinction. Like King Kong and other giants brought down by tiny adversaries, Ota Benga, the Borrowers and other miniatures destroyed by hulking “friends,” the death of the freedom and happiness of the racial others is foretold at the moment of their discovery or their displacement.

The Figure of the Pygmy in Postcolonial Apologiae 
and Revision

Halliburton’s cruel treatment of the slave children, recounted in Richard Halliburton’s Complete Book of Marvels, a book meant to entertain (white) children, tells another version of the Ota Benga story, and trades on the idea of the pygmy we have found to be so pervasive in early twentieth-century children’s literature and culture.93 In this case, Halliburton’s descriptions of the lively children mirror the “clever” and comical pygmies who, it is assumed and projected, never fully grow up. Nor are they easy to erase from the history of Anglo-American children’s literature, though attempts have been made. In rewriting the past and attempting to revise the future, some children’s book authors—with varying degrees of success—have altered the terms that made trading in Africa, the third world, and miniature native people so easy and common in earlier children’s books.

For example, in Roald Dahl’s well-known and well-loved Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, first published in 1964, the Oompa-Loompa characters are clearly constructed as African pygmies: they are described as “pure black” with “fuzzy heads” and no taller than Willy Wonka’s knee. When the children exclaim at their color, Wonka explains, “ ‘Right! . . . Pygmies they are! Imported direct from Africa!’ ”94 In later editions, the Oompa-Loompas no longer hail from Africa, but from Loompaland and their skin color has changed to “rosy-white.”95 Yet their need for a warm climate, their tiny size, merry ways, and their love of dancing and singing mark them as the western idea of the pygmy, no matter their skin color. A related “white-washing” occurs in the film Willy Wonka and The Chocolate Factory (1971) in which the Oompa-Loompas have orange faces, green hair and wear clownish costumes. However, the revisions made to the Doctor Dolittle books are perhaps the most extreme. In 1988, Dell Yearling republished the books after deleting and revising the most blatantly racist scenes. Each American version is now accompanied by an afterword written by Lofting’s son, Christopher, explaining the changes (literally bookending the laudatory Hugh Walpole essay comparing Lofting to Lewis Carroll and others). Although the commentary begins in a passive and equivocating way—“In some of the books there were certain incidents depicted that, in light of today’s sensitivities, were considered by some to be disrespectful to ethnic minorities and, therefore, perhaps inappropriate for today’s young reader”96—the decision was made to change the books. Most significantly, the Prince Bumpo character and his scenes have been altered so that he no longer desires to be white, black characters are no longer referred to by derogatory epithets, and a number of Lofting’s drawings have been deleted.

In 1997, Michael Hague collaborated with Patricia and Fredrick McKissack on a new version of The Story of Doctor Dolittle. They describe their rewriting of the Prince Bumpo scene thus: “Unfortunately, by having the young man beg Doctor Dolittle to make him white, Lofting expressed the prince’s dilemma in a manner that reflected the prevailing racial attitudes of his day, and the positive message [to accept yourself as you are and avoid foolishly trying to make yourself more attractive to others] got lost and confused.”97 Of course, any changes to the original text are themselves controversial because they may well be not only patronizing and political, but also radical erasures of an earlier understanding—we would call it a misunderstanding—of race and culture. In considering Dell’s versions of the Doctor Dolittle tales, critic Anne Collett argues that “the removal of overt signs of racism that leaves a covert racism in place would seem in many ways more ‘dangerous’ to young readers whose critical responses might well be provoked by words like ‘coon’ and ‘nigger.’ ”98 Does the alteration—some call it censorship—of Africa in children’s books such as Doctor Dolittle and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and even Richard Halliburton, itself participate in a kind of patronizing miniaturizing principle? Yet one more version of the pygmy in the zoo?

Revision may well represent a natural response to troubling children’s books. But revision, especially when it takes the form of revising history, comes at a cost. I would like to recall the end of Ota Benga’s life. Immediately upon Ota Benga’s suicide in 1916, the program to erase history began in a New York Times article titled “Ota Benga, Pygmy Tired of America: The Strange Little African Finally Ended His Life at Lynchburg, Va.” The author of the obituary blithely altered the events of Ota Benga’s life, asserting that he was an employee of the Bronx Zoo and that his job was to feed the “anthropoid apes:” “It was this employment that gave rise to the unfounded report that he was being held in the park as one of the exhibits in the monkey cage.”99 The obituary goes on to state, reversing that old colonialist Rudyard Kipling, “Finally the burden of the white man’s civilization became too great for him to bear, and he sent a bullet through his heart.”100

Ota Benga may well have been “tired of America,” but we have not tired of him. Certainly westerners are used to thinking of Africa—and perhaps, “pygmy” peoples as well—as a point of origin, a place from which to go forward. As we have seen, however, in the treatment of Africa and Africans in children’s books and American culture, “going forward” was too often translated into damaging ideologies of “progress” and racial hierarchy. Postcolonial theory, by turning a critical eye upon colonialism and listening to the voices of the colonized, highlights the hurtful and ignorant nature of such ideologies and calls for conscious re-examinations of the past. Within children’s literature, revision represents one significant aspect of accepting the responsibility to remember and acknowledge the past. As Leela Gandhi comments, “if postcoloniality can be described as a condition troubled by the consequences of a self-willed historical amnesia, then the theoretical value of postcolonialism inheres, in part, in its ability to elaborate the forgotten memories of this condition.”101 Yet, attempts to erase the past through a clumsy reintroduction of the old ideal of the Noble Savage—another reductive ideology—or a simplistic “apology” for colonial exploitation, or a nostalgic return to an earlier pre-colonial history, fail to confront the reality of colonialism’s effects and essentially superimpose another flat image upon the figure of “pygmy-as-minstrel” or the racialized miniature needing white characters—often children—to restore freedom or mediate danger.

I would like to mention briefly three recent books for children written by British, South American, and American authors, respectively, featuring pygmy characters that attempt to repair the damage of colonialist thinking that reduced the pygmy to folktale trickster, primitive savage, or missing link. Forest Singer (1999), a beautiful and well-intentioned picture book written by Sylvia Sikundar and illustrated by Alison Astill, avoids negative stereotypes, and, for the most part, reflects accurately the dwellings, flora, and fauna of the deep forest home of the main character, and provides in an Afterword factual information about contemporary life for African pygmies. Yet the book manages, at the same time, to offer an outsider’s patronizing “peace corps” attitude of helpfulness, a conventional didactic plot—practice makes perfect—and a tidy conclusion that treats the pygmy children as exceedingly gullible. The book also attempts too much—combining elements of the folktale, didactic story, and information book—and ends up relying upon myth and metaphor to communicate “pygmies” to white readers. The main character, a young pygmy boy named Mabuti, lives in a mythical place (the “ancient slopes of the Mountains of the Moon”) outside of time. His name, “Mabuti” suggests “Mbuti”—the name of an entire pygmy people from the Ituri Forest in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Thus, Mabuti seems to be essentialized into Pygmy.

Isabel Allende’s Bosque de los Pigmies/Forest of the Pygmies (2005) is the third in her young adult trilogy featuring two teens (one from South America and one from America) whose totemic animals provide mystical powers of shape-shifting, protection, productive trances, and abilities to talk with animals.102 The teens, Alexander and Nadia, accompany Alexander’s journalist grandmother on assignment to Kenya. In the book, Allende acknowledges the complicated politics of contemporary post-colonial Africa. Power vacuums have allowed for unscrupulous Africans to exploit and oppress their own people. The book carefully idealizes the pygmy society in a way that highlights its superiority to white western culture: “[pygmies] had the freest and most egalitarian society on earth. Men and women lived in close companionship, the husbands and wives hunting together and equally sharing in the care of the children. . . . There were no differences between genders or old and young, and the children owed no obedience to the parents.”103 In Africa, the trio is confronted with the corruption and violence of the African forest: the murder of missionaries and the enslavement of the pygmies. Through the course of the novel, the small group of travelers (including one African woman)—led by the teens—free the pygmies, depose the tyrant who had enslaved them and restore the rightful ruler. Although, significantly, the final battle for the fate of the pygmies takes place between the despotic and cruel overlord and the pygmy leader, in fact, it is Nadia and Alexander who save the pygmies and restore order to the deep forest. The teens often “explain” Africa to the Africans and convince them to act in their “best interest.”104

More troubling than Sikundar’s conventional mythic-moral tale or Allende’s romantic magical-realist novel for young adults, is Jane Cutler’s radical revision of history in The Song of the Molimo (1998), a woodenly written novelization of the months Ota Benga spent at the St. Louis World’s Fair. Again, the book is well-meaning, but plays fast and loose with the facts of Ota Benga’s life and death and uses him as a counterweight to racist early anthropological thinking. Here, Ota Benga functions as the moral compass for twelve-year-old Harry Jones, whose ignorant assumptions about pygmies—informed by newspaper articles, senior anthropologists, and the crowds attending the exhibits—gradually shift, given the example of the intelligent, sensitive, and generous African. Ota Benga teaches Harry about enslavement and laments that both he and the performing animals at the Fair are slaves. When visiting the Fair disguised as an African American boy, Ota Benga is horrified by the exhibit of a fake plantation complete with “slaves” entertaining audiences with soft-shoe antics, yet he also feels at home with them. Eventually, Ota Benga disappears into St. Louis, and it is suggested that he will be absorbed into the African-American community. By rewriting Ota Benga’s life as a happy story of African assimilation into American culture, his last act of defiance or of despair—who can know what drove him to suicide?—is denied and erased.

Both revision and erasure trade upon the ideology of “othering” that creates the problem of hierarchies, First World/Third World, North/South, white/black, and big/small in the first place. Revision offers its own dangers: when we try to make the past acceptable, when we “convert” without looking back from colonialist thinking to the shared benefits and yes, even burdens, of the postcolonial world (postcoloniality is a privilege not universally enjoyed) we run the danger of erasing history. If we evacuate “pygmy” of all meaning, then we occlude the racist history that has created the idea and discourse of the pygmy, and erase the life and death of Ota Benga. Once books such as Hugh Lofting’s are seen as representing an evolutionary “dead end” and thus are doomed to fall out of print or to revision, contested content and its consequences can be lost. And it’s the conflict that must remain. This is the space inhabited by The Last Giants. Place’s cautionary morality tale, while trading in part on the idea of the Noble Savage, also revives the nineteenth-century colonial explorer with his top hat—a marker of civilized excess given its impracticality in the jungle—and brings the story of his conquests to the conclusion denied or ignored by the similarly top-hatted Doctor Dolittle and Willy Wonka.

While valuable and necessary for educational reasons, morality tales such as Place’s are tragic and, perhaps, less entertaining than the popular adventures of the traveling Doctor or inventive Willy Wonka. Humorlessness (by this I don’t mean an absence of jokes, but reliance on didacticism and a sense of what is “good for you” as a guiding principle) often concludes, regardless of merit or prizes won, with avoidance by young readers. I would like to consider another children’s book of the late twentieth century that attempts to bridge the gap between Doctor Dolittle and The Last Giants, a book that similarly confronts colonialism by way of using the miniaturized, racialized other as a metonym for nature, harmony, and the past: The Indian in the Cupboard (1980) by Lynne Reid Banks, the first in a series of very popular books for young readers.

Omri, Banks’s pre-teen protagonist, receives two seemingly unrelated birthday gifts—the prosaic miniature plastic figurine given by his best friend and a curious battered metal cabinet presented by his brother—that in combination ultimately create the fantastic adventure that follows. The gift of an ancient key from his mother completes the raw material needed for the magic to work. Omri assembles the three items and joins them by means of a birthday wish: “Now he closed his eyes and unwished the test pass and wished instead that this little twisty key would turn Gillon’s present into a secret cupboard.”105 The cupboard does indeed become a place of secrets—and transformation—as plastic becomes real once the cupboard door is closed and locked. By means of this magic, Omri unwittingly brings to life his tiny plastic figurine. The living being this twentieth-century London child has summoned from the past is an eighteenth-century Iroquois Indian named Little Bear.106 The differences between Omri and the Indian are profound and include size, age, historical time, region, language, culture, and race. Questions about the ethical treatment of the tiny that were raised in Mistress Masham’s Repose come to the forefront of this novel as well; yet, I argue, Banks fails to negotiate successfully the dilemmas raised by the tensions between the big white boy and tiny Indian, past and present, master and slave.

Just as in colonial children’s books from the early twentieth century, such as Bomba the Jungle Boy and the Cannibals, or Winning Against Native Dangers (1932),107 or even The Forest of the Pygmies in which the western child is made more “superior,” more “white” in contrast with native pygmies, Omri’s potential to become a sensitive man (and good father) is realized through his nurturing interaction with the miniature’s “otherness.” By entertaining and fascinating the white boys Little Bear is placed both in the role of “pygmy”—or miniature racialized other—as well as simultaneously offered as a symbol of resistance to previously dominant theories of racial superiority and Manifest Destiny that resulted in colonial expansion, and the displacement and deaths of native peoples (in Africa and America). Even the conventional and hackneyed vision of the Noble Savage—promoted in the 1995 American film version of The Indian in the Cupboard and gestured at in the novel, similarly reduces the native character to “other.” The role of the Noble Savage in children’s literature tends to educate the white child in the ways of nature, conservation, and ecology.108 This postcolonial schizophrenia, or desire both to validate and, at times, worship the cultural and racial other and sustain the primacy of values “claimed” by whiteness—civility, order, authority, among others—fails to be resolved in the course of the novel and ultimately results in a misrepresentation and flattening of the miniature characters into racial and gender stereotypes.

Banks’s popular Indian in the Cupboard series is part of the tradition of books in which toy characters are real or become real.109 Yet, the Indian and Cowboy—Little Bear and Boone—the two primary miniatures from Indian in the Cupboard, do not have toy natures; their perspective does not originate from the miracle of animation since they were alive in another time and dimension, and their location within the plastic figure analogues is an accident of representation that the magic key and cupboard effect. Omri, no less than Boone and Little Bear, sees the world anew through his experience with people of radically different size. Omri’s relationship with these miniature men transforms him.

Like the Lilliputian Schoolmaster and the toy soldiers from Pauline Clarke’s Return of the Twelves (1962; originally published in the UK as The Twelve and the Genii), both Little Bear and Boone are men, not boys. When Little Bear is first brought to Omri’s room, he is fierce, brave and ready to fight his enormous adversary. He soon begins to boss Omri around, using his authority as an adult, refusing to perform for Omri and vigorously resisting being touched or being made into a pet. The cowboy Boone, although his crybaby ways play him against type, similarly prepares to do violence in order to protect himself. Little Bear rejects the helplessness that accompanies being tiny in a big world when he insists that his size is the correct one and that it’s his surroundings (including Omri) that are exaggerated. He shouts to Omri, early on, “ ‘I not small! You, big!’ ”110 Yet the violence that has been done to the past—Little Bear and Boone (as well as other characters such as Tommy and Matron) are plucked from their individual times and inserted into the far future—transforms the present for both man and child. As the narrative progresses, the roles of man and boy are essentially reversed so that each tiny man becomes more childlike (this is especially notable in the case of Little Bear who, unlike Boone, displayed no childish qualities at first), and more akin to the toy he is not. Thus they are increasingly “pygmyfied.” To the men, Omri is a giant of a boy and yet he becomes man-like as their relationship grows and he begins to treat “his” living toys as if they were children, even as he acknowledges that he does not own them. The ethics of big and small advanced in Mistress Masham’s Repose fails to resonate in Banks’s novel. Omri’s perspective—as “large” and as “white”—begins to take precedence, a position that is familiar in many well-intentioned multicultural books and forms the starting point for postcolonial cautionary tales such as Place’s The Last Giants.

In “Reading Children’s Literature Multiculturally” Dan Hade argues that many examples of multicultural children’s literature use non-western or non-white cultures as signs to create meaning for white America. Thus, in the example of Susan Jeffers’s 1991 picture book Brother Eagle, Sister Sky (a speech attributed to Chief Seattle), the book essentially sends a message to European Americans about environmental responsibility. According to Hade, “This, in effect, turns Native American subjectivity into white American objectivity.”111 When Little Bear’s demands appear to Omri to get out of hand, he thinks, “While giving Little Bear every respect as a person, he was not about to be turned into his slave. He began to wonder if giving him those weapons, let alone letting him make himself into a chief, was such a good idea.”112 In Clarke’s The Return of the Twelves, by contrast, eight-year-old Max never interferes with the maneuvers and desires of the living toy soldiers that had once been owned by the four Brontë children, although he does struggle to protect them: “[Max] had quite early realized that part of their life depended on their being left to do things by themselves and not being interfered with. He could oversee and suggest, but not dictate.”113 At first meeting the soldiers, his sister Jane wants to cuddle and coddle the tiny twelve, but she is stopped by Max: “ ‘Jane, don’t treat him like a toy or a baby animal, will you?’ warned Max. He felt that this would be wrong and insulting. ‘He’s a small, alive person,’ he explained, ‘and full of years and wisdom. He says so.’ ”114 Max acknowledges the authority of the miniature men and refuses to give in to the delicious desire to manhandle and manipulate the miniature, a desire first indulged by Glumdalclitch in Gulliver’s Travels and exhibited in much of children’s literature ever since.

Ultimately, the Iroquois Indian and cowboy become increasingly toylike as a means to highlight Omri’s growth. His dramatic maturation is not physical, of course, but emotional.115 As a corollary to Omri’s development, the miniature men are infantilized. For example, after Little Bear shoots Boone in an argument begun in the aftermath of watching a television Western together—another degree of “miniaturization” and thus distortion of the history of the conflict between white man and Native American—Omri takes the position of patriarchal authority, relegating the murderous intention of each tiny man to the significance of a schoolyard fight: “Omri’s voice was steely, a voice Mr. Johnson [his headmaster] himself might have envied—it commanded obedience.”116 Later, sorry for his actions and overwhelmed by guilt, Little Bear acts like a spoiled child by stomping on his chief’s headdress and destroying it.117

To complete the transformation of small man into child and large boy (from the perspective of the cowboy and Indian) into man, in one of the last scenes of the novel, Omri functions as a parent and creates a family by forcing the previously antagonistic men to become “blood brothers.”118 The three tiny figures, for Omri has kept his promise and “brought [Little Bear’s] woman to life,” now at peace, spend one bucolic night in a domestic grouping around the campfire: “Bright Stars was now crouched by the fire, tending it, singing softly. One of the horses whinnied. Boone seemed to have dropped off to sleep, leaning on Little Bear’s shoulder.”119 This “doll-play” heightens the reversal that has taken place in the power balance between the miniature and the large, between child and adult, white and native.120

Yet another aspect of miniaturization or “pygmyfication” that we have seen at work in earlier colonialist children’s books and one that is also in play in Banks’s novel is the “miniaturization” of the cultures of the Native American and Texan. At first, the plastic Indian has no meaning—no narratable qualities—without its antagonistic complement, the cowboy.121 What The Indian in the Cupboard ultimately presents, in fact, is the history that children are given (via television and film, among other venues) that turns cultures and people into stereotypes. Omri and Patrick (and the readers) learn that “their” men are real and not characters designed to play roles in their or anyone else’s drama; they are complex, flawed, sensitive, and talented individuals—which is all to the good. Similarly, but less helpfully, Banks also “miniaturizes” the cultures from which Boone and Little Bear hail, thereby performing her own miniaturizing transformation within the narrative. In his discussion of eighteenth-century portrait miniatures, Steven J. Gores reminds us of an important condition of most miniaturizing projects: nuances are lost in the translation of something large into something small, portable, condensed: “. . . although one may tend to forget that maps are miniaturizations, they are, in fact, exemplary of how the miniature in general claims to convert something that is inherently too large and complex for the comprehension or control of the individual eye into something that is easily mastered.”122 Much as she has clearly tried to avoid it (in terms of the short history of the French and Indian war, Little Bear’s costume,123 the longhouse, and some of the customs of the Iroquois), Banks’s fantasy, akin to Cutler’s over-determined reimagining of Ota Benga’s life, also distorts history as well as proportion in this otherwise enormously appealing version of a time-slip fantasy.124

Although the book won a number of awards and was positively reviewed in both Britain and America, it is not universally liked. A number of teachers, critics, and librarians (some Native American, some not) are opposed to the use of the book in the classroom and, in the words of one educator, feel “aghast [at the] progress that The Indian in the Cupboard has made toward status as a classic.”125 Many complaints stem from the stereo-typical portrayal of Little Bear as the “savage Indian” who grunts “Tontoese.”126 While I am very sympathetic to these views—and share them in most cases—I believe that some of the criticism of Banks’s novel misses the mark. For example, Rhonda Taylor cavils at the depiction of Little Bear as “the wild Indian”127 because he stabs Omri in an attempt to keep his hand away, has “fierce black eyes,” and mimes chopping off the head of a fish, among other gestures. To be sure, Little Bear does all of these things – it’s actually highly reasonable for him to try to protect himself. He is also a warrior who had recently been fighting against the French. Although his bragging about scalping thirty Frenchmen is not an attractive quality, his actions are not un-warranted given the circumstances. In sum, these descriptions of Little Bear do not stereotype him as a savage so much as reveal his positive (especially in comparison with Boone) characteristics of bravery, strength, and honor.128

Interestingly, I have not read any commentary that protests the portrayal of the other miniaturized man, the cowboy. Boone is a caricature of the Texan, a historical figure who has much to apologize for, clearly, and who is not protected by any group identity. The unfair aggressor, we now believe, who helped to “settle” the West by exterminating the buffalo, warring with Mexico, and working the cattle ranches that fenced off Native lands, the Texan could have been the strong, silent type. However, in Banks’s fantasy he is a cowardly, fragile soul with a drinking problem. Boone could be no one’s hero and so he is just another version of a stereotype, here inverted to make the cowboy a comic figure.129 The problems with Little Bear’s characterization are more complex. The fact that Little Bear speaks English can be relatively reasonably explained by the fact that the English and the Iroquois tribes fought together against the French and Algonquin Indians (the arch-enemies of the Iroquois before white men arrived).130 However, Little Bear would most likely not have referred to himself as “Iroquois,” but perhaps by his tribe (Onondaga, Oneida, Seneca, Cayuga, Mohawk, or Tuscarora), or, in his own language, as one of the “Haudenosaunee” (People of the Longhouse). Perhaps most significantly, Bright Stars, Little Bear’s new wife, would have played a more significant role if Banks’s representation of Native life were to be accurate.131

The matrilineal organization of the Iroquois is one of its most distinguishing characteristics. The “double-miniaturization” of the one female character in the novel (besides Omri’s mother), the Native woman, is therefore most surprising. Bright Stars (she is, at least, given a name—but one that relates to her beauty) has no personality other than her role as conventional helpmeet, cook, and nurse. She is distilled down to the color of her dress, her inarticulate (to Omri) attractiveness, and her function as Little Bear’s sexual and life partner. Taylor comments that “[t]he book manages to perpetuate stereotypical images of Native women as property useful for their labor, while simultaneously reviving portrayals of Indian women as either beautiful princesses who collaborated with Whites (like the mythologized Pocahontas), or as ugly because they were not White.”132 In Iroquois culture, women are the clan mothers. They select the council members and have the ability to countermand men’s decisions. When a man marries, he relocates to his wife’s longhouse. Identity comes from the mother. Women owned all of the property. Although through their experiences with the tiny men Omri and Patrick learn lessons about what makes someone “real” and the ethical responsibilities each person has to another, Bright Stars is left out of this equation. When Omri decides to send everyone back to his own time and place, Bright Stars will return with Little Bear to his time. Little Bear, for a reason not explained in the text, functions as an anchor, as the keeper of the only past that registers. Thus, Little Bear, like the top-hatted and “civilized” Doctor Dolittle, appears to own Time. It is as if Bright Stars, unlike the two men, did not exist anywhere before Little Bear had chosen her; we never learn of her time or background. She is miniaturized almost out of existence.

The Indian in the Cupboard exploits the power of exaggeration—by way of magic and the miniature—to highlight the importance of friendship and the healing that can occur once enemies have “played” together. In the novel, Omri and Patrick, Boone and Little Bear stage an elaborate, real-life game of Cowboys and Indians in which the seemingly inevitable ending has been transformed from violence and bloodshed to peace and brotherhood. Little Bear and Boone are transported from different pasts, from different locations, to a dominant present in which their histories have become miniaturized and diminished, just as their bodies have been reduced. Their presence as individuals mitigates those reductive images for the boys in the book and for the readers, while at the same time, Banks indulges other miniaturizing impulses. When Omri shuts the door of the cupboard with the tiny figures inside and then turns the key for the last time, Little Bear, Boone, Bright Stars and the two horses are sent back to the “unknown regions of time, space—proportion.”133 This return to an unknowable past armed with the lessons of a thoroughly contained present (Little Bear and Boone rarely leave their corner in Omri’s bedroom) perfectly enacts the nostalgic journey identified by Susan Stewart as a hallmark of the miniature: “the transcendence presented by the miniature is spatial transcendence, a transcendence which erases the productive possibilities of understanding through time. Its locus is thereby the nostalgic. . . . Hence the miniature is often a material allusion to a text which is no longer available to us, or which, because of its fictiveness, never was available to us except through a second-order fictive world.”134 Thus “authenticity” and fantasy collide in The Indian in the Cupboard. Morris’s comments about the film version of The Indian in the Cupboard (and the Disney Pocahontas film) are apt here: “Both Pocahontas and the warrior from Indian in the Cupboard represent the ethnic body as a combination of fantasy playground and locus of cultural anxiety; reworking them into more ‘suitable’ shapes both reinforces bourgeois social, racial, and gender forms and relieves the tension that comes from the continued disturbing accusatory presence of the Native American as the cultural imagination.”135 Yet the story of the racialized miniature in children’s literature does not have to end with the containment and domestification—pygmyfication—of the racial other. As I discuss below, narratives of resistance and subversion can upend the typical hierarchies of size and race.

The Pygmy Strikes Back

Both the racist ideologies and misuse of the pygmy figure I have identified in colonialist fiction such as Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, The Story of Doctor Dolittle, Forest of the Pygmies, and Song of the Molimo, among other works, and the postcolonial schizophrenia I have sketched in The Indian in the Cupboard are confronted, and perhaps defeated, in The Man (1992), an unusual book by the British author/illustrator, Raymond Briggs. The Man is illustrated in Briggs’s signature style—paneled drawings and speech bubbles—modeled on the comic strip. A true inheritor of White’s Mistress Masham’s Repose, the book features a racialized miniature and participates in the tradition of adaptations and revisions of Gulliver’s Travels. The racial element is much more subtle in The Man than in Halliburton’s tales, The Last Giants, Doctor Dolittle or Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, though it exists and forms a significant aspect of the text. The tiny figure, called, simply, “Man,” is drawn and speaks as a kind of Celtic figure, a northerner with lower-class tastes than those of the boy, John, whose house he commandeers. Though Celtic people—Scots Highlanders and the Irish—and the English, of course, are all “white,” the divisions and distrust between these cultures can be profound and inflected by ideologies of race and class.136 While Man vehemently denies that he is a “foreigner,” his costume—an adapted striped sock with red rubber-band belt that creates a kind of plaid kilt—red hair, bushy moustache and taste for Guinness beer all type him as “Celtic” and his tiny size, “nut-brown” skin and heavy musculature as an other. Man could also be a Pict—a member of that mysterious ancient race of people formerly of the British Isles. Yet, discovering Man’s origins, labeling him, is a zero-sum game and one that Man himself takes pains to reject as racist objectification.

The complicated psychological conflict between the sentient, tiny, brown character and the large-scale white figure in the position of the grown-up (whether adult or child) is graphically and poignantly demonstrated in The Man.137 When a tiny, naked, hairy and bossy man appears and awakens John by hitting him in the head with cough drops, John thinks that he is dreaming. Later, when trying to figure out the riddle of “the man’s” existence, John hits upon a likely identity for Man: he must be a Borrower. The man is not aware of Borrowers and is highly insulted by the comparison: “ ‘How dare you suggest I live under the floorboards! You are prejudiced, aren’t you? Just because I am smaller than you, you think I must live in small, dirty places—like a rat!’ ”138 John also tries out other identities on Man—gnome, fairy, or extra-terrestrial—but Man rejects them all with venom: “ ‘I’m me! Just shut up! It’s insulting to be asked what I am all the time. It implies that I’m not human.’ ” Man vehemently refuses the “missing link” labeling so common in colonial discourse, as well as the infantilizing labels of fairy or gnome.

Man, although not a child, needs some assistance in order to survive in the world of giants, just as Little Bear and Boone do. Man both enjoys bossing John around and being served while at the same time he is frustrated and angry at his own limitations and marginal status: “ ‘Why is it other people get all the gravy? When is my turn coming? . . . When will I have a nice big car? When will I own a whopping great house like this?’ ” John, too, both grumbles at all of the work and danger involved in hosting Man (such as repeatedly getting in trouble with his parents over the chaos Man causes), as well as delighting in having him around as a companion, a best mate, and a challenge. Over the four days of their acquaintance, John and Man engage in numerous serious philosophical arguments that highlight the ongoing struggles between big and small, adult and child, wealthy and under-privileged, able-bodied and differently abled, normal and abnormal, human and non, white and “colored,” love and hate.

What Briggs has done is to use size difference to strip away the sentimentality and nostalgia that attends much of adult responses to childhood and the adult perception of the child’s point of view—as White and Clarke do in Mistress Masham’s Repose and The Return of the Twelves, and Banks attempts in The Indian in the Cupboard. Where Briggs goes beyond these authors is in allowing the pygmy miniature to speak most eloquently and without “colonial” interpretation, mediation, or patronage from an adult or a child in the position of the (white) authorial adult. He also directly confronts the performing dwarf stereotype and avoids the moralizing or apologia of awkward revisions of children’s classics such as the Doctor Dolittle books or Place’s The Last Giants. The Man is both raw and unflinching. When John expresses that he likes to watch Man eat, Man explodes in a rage: “ ‘I’m not on stage! I’m not an actor! This is me! This is MY LIFE! I don’t want you turning it into a PERFORMANCE! . . . I am ME!’ ”139 Man refuses to perform as a whiteface minstrel. John is hurt and responds: “ ‘I like that! I’ve been like a mother to you. I’ve cooked for you! Bathed you! Clothed you! Cleaned up your babyish messes!’ ” The two combatants then get to the heart of their struggle and it is, not surprisingly, about size. Man accuses John of enjoying Man’s tinyness, of playing with him like he was a toy, of erasing his humanity and turning him into a novelty whose charm has worn off. (Man perceptively states, “ ‘You are like all children with their pets. The novelty soon wears off. They don’t really like animals. They like NOVELTIES.’ ”) John shoots back that Man “exploits” his smallness and uses it to manipulate people and that Man is not the “dear, sweet, helpless little chappie” he pretends to be, but, rather, is “bossy, messy, selfish and smelly . . . !” The argument escalates until John threatens to call Social Services to take Man away and Man threatens to burn the house down. The childlike Man and the man-like Boy are at loggerheads, trapped in mutual affection, need, and distrust. The typical “colonial” relationship is inverted here as the pygmy character invades the place of the white “master.” While Man’s infantile behavior is also part of the regressive fantasy of the pygmy, Man’s character is always complicated. He likes being who he is and resists John’s attempt to “civilize” him; he both admits his desire for human touch and companionship and refuses to become a pet.

Although she does not discuss Briggs’s The Man or Mistress Masham’s Repose in her book When Toys Come Alive, Lois Kuznets’s comments about responsibility and privilege in narratives about miniatures seem apt here. Kuznets finds Banks’s The Indian in the Cupboard and Clarke’s The Return of the Twelves, two novels about miniature men and large boys, to have failed to consider the position that the boys will hold as they grow up: “Born to a class of powerful patriarchs, [Omri and Max] may, however, have many future opportunities to display toward ‘others’ less fortunate than themselves the behavior they practice in dealing with their vulnerable toy combatants. Perhaps fortunately for boys like these, they can take for granted the benevolence of their system. . . . Here the protagonists are not encouraged to examine these underlying assumptions or how such constructs govern their own behavior toward the less powerful ‘others.’ ”140 The same criticism cannot be leveled again The Man or Mistress Masham’s Repose. In the latter, the heiress Maria, oppressed both due to her age and, it seems clear, for her supposed girlish weakness, uses her eventual wealth in a sustaining rather than conquering manner.141 Man and John, by honestly revealing their negative feelings, have begun to breach the wide divide that separates big and small. Man wants to be seen for who he is (“I am ME,” he repeats continually). This is the cry that both adults—and Man is an adult—and children make (Man is also “childlike” in his need for attention, affection, and assistance.) When John discovers that Man has left in the night, he is silent and holds Man’s abandoned tiny makeshift clothing to his cheek, bereft.

Man has refused to perform for John in any minstrel or pygmyfied way; he rejects all the dwarf labels and conventions of tinyness in children’s books—fairy, Borrower, etc. While he is dependent upon John for some of his bodily needs, he is not helpless and does not need a champion, a master, or a father.142 In the figure of Man (even his name suggests the division between his adult status and John’s boyishness), those issues of race, gender, class, and size that are at the heart of stereotyping, combine: he is tiny, racialized, working-class and conventionally male (relishing sport and typically masculine pursuits, unlike the gentle and artsy John). As Jan Nederveen Pieterse concludes, social inequality is the glue that binds the attitudes of racism, classism, and sexism together: “What racism, classism, sexism all have in common is social inequality: the key to all the social relations discussed above is the pathos of hierarchy. While the common denominator is power—the power that arises from a hierarchical situation and the power required to maintain that situation—it is also a matter of the anxiety that comes with power and privilege. Existing differences and inequalities are magnified for fear they will diminish.”143 This insight about exaggerating otherness and growing it in order to ward off the perceived danger in the reduction, or shrinking, of differences—collapsing us and them—is both metonymic of the tensions under discussion in this chapter and between big and small more generally, and can be usefully applied to the idea of the pygmy as I have traced it in nineteenth- and twentieth-century children’s books.

In the tradition of Mistress Masham’s Repose and concomitant with The Last Giants, Briggs’s The Man (published the same year) refutes the discourse of conversion—“to be respected, loved, valued, you must be more like me”—we have found so pervasive and popular in works for children such as Halliburton’s The Complete Book of Marvels and The Story of Doctor Dolittle. Yet The Man is highly unusual. What does The Man represent that The Indian in the Cupboard, Song of the Molimo, and other pygmy narratives and adaptations of Gulliver’s Travels fail to do? Like Omri and Little Bear, Man and John grow close after they have “played” together; yet their conversations, give-and-take, and even arguments demonstrate their equality and, most importantly, their position as individuals. Though Man and John would seem to be generic (given Man’s name and mysterious origin, and his reference to John as “boy”—a reversal of the usual master/slave relationship in which all black men are “boys”), in fact he is unique. John cannot “discover” Man’s race and then name it or declare ownership of it, or gain commercially from it by describing, photographing, and publishing it. Like the Lilliputians residing at Mistress Masham’s Repose, Man is a secret—not to himself, but to others. Thus he subverts the conventional discourses of primitivism, childishness, or incompleteness and he cannot be stereotyped as a remnant of a mythic past and thus captured as a folktale dwarf, fairy, gnome, monkey, noble savage, or Lilliputian. Since Man cannot be possessed and his history cannot be told, he cannot be “authenticated” by others. His history is his own.

Unlike Ota Benga. Cutler’s revision of Ota Benga’s life in Song of the Molimo illustrates our conflicted relationship with the figure of the pygmy. Even when the pygmy is not conceived of as a minstrel entertainer performing primitivism, his story too often remains a tale of conversion, and his symbolic function is confined to marking difference—not only of lack (in size, mental capacity, Christian faith, or humanity)—but also of excess. Unlike the colonial explorer or children’s adventure story writer whose cultural capital was never in doubt, the racialized miniature is made to carry an over-abundance of cultural debt. Overlaid with postcolonial guilt, pre-colonial nostalgia, and myths of phylogenetic or individual history, the diminutive pygmy emerges from such collective fantasies as our cultural gigantic.


PART II

BIG BODIES


INTRODUCTION

The Monstrous Giant

In this cultural history of big and small bodies I attempt to demonstrate how our affective engagement with extraordinary bodies leads us to insights and knowledge about the world and ourselves. As such, this book considers difference in bodily size and the meanings we attach to exaggeration and excess or to diminution and distillation. The quality, nature, and dimension of the bodies toward which we sometimes yearn and from which we sometimes recoil can take many forms: littleness is typically feminine, appealing, and inviting; the gigantic is often perceived as masculine, threatening, or disgusting. Interesting additional tensions can arise when these categories are inverted and the miniature is masculine—as we have seen in the first chapters of this book—or the giant is female. I would like to turn now from considerations of the small to focus on examinations of the big. This introduction to the second part of my discussion of size, scale, extraordinary bodies and the imagination will look at the close relationship between giganticism and monstrousness in particular, setting the stage for an in-depth consideration of two examples of gendered “giants”: the giant mechanical man (robot) and the obese girl.

What is a monster and what is his relationship to great size?1 Monsters are unnatural, often grotesque, hybrids. We recognize the monster as both familiar and other. They are typically oversized and animalistic, even if they appear in human-like form. Monsters stand in for much more than their unusual bodies and appetites: they are portents, harbingers, symbols of wickedness. David Gilmore’s definition of monsters includes giganticism: “transcending normal limits and domains, the monster-figure appears to be invincible or unstoppable; embodied as a giant beast, it becomes a perfect metaphor not only for the limitless power of evil, but also for dissolving of [sic] the boundaries that separate us from chaos.”2 In addition, enormity—as well as littleness—can imply an affront or challenge to God’s power.3 There are also key connections between the monster and the child: according to Gilmore, “monsters are children’s alter egos, their inner selves.”4 Thinking about monsters often brings children to mind. Marina Warner notes astutely that “the monsters of popular dread, with their unbridled appetite, insatiable tyranny, unappeasable desire for gratification, are just like . . . babies, big babies, as big as babies are when they explode into a life and change it.”5 Childhood itself links the giant-as-monster and the child. That is, whether Frankenstein’s creation, a Golem, or an enormous robot, the created monster is linked to the child through lack: like his miniature brethren the homunculus, created giants do not experience childhood and they do not grow. Frankenstein’s monster felt this difference keenly. His awareness leads him both to bitterness and a crisis of identity as he laments, “ ‘From my earliest remembrance I had been as I then was in height and proportion. I had never yet seen a being resembling me, or who claimed any intercourse with me. What was I?’ ”6 The big monster and small child are not always positively linked, as we find in books for young readers such as Dahl’s The BFG or even Patrick Ness’s psychologically complex A Monster Calls (2012). For example, while Frankenstein’s monster hopes that William, Victor Frankenstein’s young brother, will not harbor the same attitudes as adults—“ ‘Suddenly, as I gazed on [William], an idea seized me, that this little creature was unprejudiced, and had lived too short a time to have imbibed a horror of deformity’ ”—these hopes are dashed and tragic consequences ensue.7

Small children create and fear monsters, to be sure, and through their interactions with large adults, they also encounter “giants” in everyday life. Psychiatrist Percy Cohen writes about how children experience scale differential psychically: “. . . all children have experienced adults as more powerful, more prestigious, and more experienced than they are; all children have also experienced adults as higher than they are and have come to recognize or, at least, to suppose that greater height has much to do with greater advantage.”8 While speaking for children in this way is problematic, I agree that size difference is part of the universal experience of, at least, early childhood, and that adults, as both large and powerful, may also be monstrous.

Just as I have attempted through close readings of various figurations of the dwarf and pygmy, examinations of cultural forms such as folktales, festivals, court masques, and paintings help to historicize the monstrous giant. By the mid-nineteenth century, like the disproportionate dwarf or the exotic pygmy, the bodily difference giganticism performed indicated “freakishness” to onlookers. Rosemarie Garland Thomson describes how the monster, or lusus naturae of the medieval and early modern period—a concept discussed in chapter one and chapter four—became the “freak”: “As divine design disengages from the natural world in the human mind, the word ‘freak’ emerges to express capricious variegation or sudden, erratic change. . . . By the seventeenth century, ‘freak’ broadens to mean whimsy or fancy. Not until 1847 does the word become synonymous with human corporeal anomaly.”9 Once again, Susan Stewart provides a useful summary of the problems of bodily difference: “the physiological freak represents the problems of the boundary between self and other (Siamese twins), between male and female (the hermaphrodite), between the body and the world outside the body (the monstré par exces), and between the animal and the human (feral and wild men).”10 The freak show was an attempt to bridge those boundaries, to draw these “others” near for close inspection by the “normal.” Mainstays of the nineteenth-century freak show, an institution with roots in early modern fairs and tavern exhibits, the giant and dwarf piqued the interest of the curious, paying public. Indeed, the two anatomical anomalies were often paired in displays, entertainments and at court. For example, the giant William Evans, porter to King Charles I, succeeding—and exceeding in height by two inches—his predecessor Walter Parsons, was once “partnered” with Jeffrey Hudson in a dance between the acts of a court masque. In The Worthies of England (1662), Thomas Fuller notes William Evans’s extreme physical awkwardness as well as his unusual stature. Certainly, the imbalance of Evans’s performance would have been heightened by the visual “joke” created by the difference between his size and that of the tiny and nimble Jeffrey Hudson, drawn out of Evans’s pocket “first to the wonder, then to the laughter of the beholders.”11 For his part, P. T. Barnum continued this kind of exploitation of difference when he united on the stage Tom Thumb and the giants in his employ.

Evans’s extreme height and lack of grace are typed as comical. More often, however, the giant is marked in the literary and cultural imagination as dangerously powerful, a magnet for the resentments of his target, the weaker small. Tales of ancient races of giants populated early literature and mythology: along with the Titans, Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel, and Swift’s Brobdingnagians, Homer’s reviled Cyclops Polyphemus, son of Poseidon, features among the most famous literary giants. At first, his ruthlessness and raw power overwhelm the helpless men in Ulysses’s party, and he chooses victims to eat at will. Yet, ultimately, in the struggle between the hero Ulysses—bearer of culture—and the lawless, godless gigantic Cyclops, one of a people who ignorantly fail to plant and reap (Odyssey, Book 9), the clever miniature and his men escape and humiliate the giant by taking advantage of his witlessness and desire for drink.

Thus, while the miniature’s body is precious and precocious, admirable in its completeness and tiny perfection, the giant’s body is both fascinating and fearsome. As Burke reminds us, tiny bodies are often endearing and beautiful, while enormous beings are rarely considered so appealing: “A great beautiful thing, is a manner of expression scarcely ever used; but that of a great ugly thing is very common.”12 The stereotype of the Giant found in literature from epics to folklore and popular culture holds that with great size comes brute strength but little intellectual muscle. Like Homer’s Polyphemus, most giants are stupid and easily outwitted by their smaller, more intelligent, adversaries. In an early edition of “Jack the Giant Killer,” through clever sleights and illusions, Jack outsmarts even the two-headed Welsh giant whose modus operandi is “private and secret malice.”13 The conventional trope of the intelligence of the tiny and the dullness of the huge is presented somewhat unusually in Rodman Philbrick’s young adult novel Freak the Mighty (1993).14 In this novel, the undersized, genius kid (suffering from a rare genetic disease) and the oversized, learning disabled kid team up—literally, as Maxwell carries Freak on his shoulders—to become one effective gigantic nine-foot-tall unit called “Freak the Mighty.” This “excess” is typed positively: the two boys’ strengths complement each other and their friendship helps each “freak” to belong to someone other than family members.15

In a positive take on the big female, the Giant sometimes functions as a metaphor for Mother Nature in search of balance. Ted Hughes’s The Iron Woman (1993) comes to life out of the marsh mud to wreak havoc as revenge for factory pollution of the ecosystem, but with the help of the Iron Man and two children, remains to teach humans (in particular, men) a lesson about mess and cleaning up. Similarly, in Melvin Burgess’s The Earth Giant (1995) for young readers, the 13-foot tall silent earth giant who had slept for thousands of years in her “earth cradle” under an ancient oak tree must return to the soil to heal after her wounding by adults who fear her. Ultimately, she is reunited with her people, outer-space giants, whose planet nears Earth every five thousand years. Once again, it takes a child to understand the giant-figure and to save her.16 Generally, however, the Giant is viewed as overproduction, as exceeding balance. Miniaturization, by contrast provides useful condensation, an economy of size (in the Disney film Mulan, the tiny dragon Mu-Shu boasts that he is “travel-sized for your convenience”). The gigantic is not so easily moved, contained, or able to escape notice.

Just as our imaginings of fairies, leprechauns, brownies, pixies and other races of little people have been expressed through folktales, ancient stories, and their retellings, giant beings populate these same folk genres. Akin to the Cottingley fairy photographs in England that “proved” the existence of tiny people, evidence of giants may also be found. An American example is the “Cardiff Giant,” a successful nineteenth-century hoax that convinced crowds of curious onlookers that a gigantic race of prehistoric people once walked in what would become New York State.17 Monster movies of the 1930s and ’40s, such as King Kong and Frankenstein, exploited white America’s anxieties over racial purity and the fear of the enormous other. And B-movies of the ’50s highlighted the discontents of oversized beasts such as Godzilla and his progeny who menaced entire cities of tiny nameless, faceless people. The obsession with sightings of the Sasquatch—a giant ape-like man/monster commonly known as “Bigfoot”—to this day continue to be chronicled in newspaper and magazine articles and websites.

Fears about the giant’s capacity for violence can never be completely allayed—even in children’s literature in which the domestication of the giant often provides an important aspect of the story, as I will discuss below. In many children’s books that include gigantic characters, a central problem is how to satisfy the creature’s hunger. From Clifford the Big Red Dog to Norbert the Norwegian Ridgeback (Hagrid the gamekeeper’s dragon in the first Harry Potter book), unrelenting appetite in the large is a vexed issue for the small.18 Many giants like to eat children in particular. Ogres and ogresses in popular folktales such as “Puss in Boots” and “The Sleeping Beauty” desire children as food above all other dishes. In George MacDonald’s story “The Giant’s Heart” (1863), a boy and a girl find themselves in Giantland and attempt to cure the giant, whose heart resides outside of his body, of his appetite for child flesh.19 The children steal the heart in an effort to persuade the giant to eschew children as food. Although promising never to eat children again, the giant betrays his oath and attempts to grab the children while his heart is being returned. The boy kills the giant in order to save himself and his sister.

As the traditional tale “The Giant’s Heart” demonstrates, given their great size and strength it is often difficult for the small to trust giants. In C. S. Lewis’s fantasy The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950), the “giant” is a carnivorous animal. When Susan Pevensey inquires whether or not Aslan, “the great Lion,” is safe, Mr. Beaver retorts: “ ‘Course he isn’t safe.’ But he’s good. He’s the King, I tell you.’ ”20 Even after his reformation, the giant in Oscar Wilde’s sentimental fable about the selfish giant immediately falls back into anger when his favorite child friend appears with injuries to his feet and hands: “ ‘Who hath dared to wound thee?’ cried the Giant; ‘tell me, that I may take my big sword and slay him.’ ”21 In both Lewis and Wilde, the “ur-giant,” God—whether in the form of God’s terrifying love (via Aslan), or anger on God’s behalf—embodies the threat of violence or danger. In a movement perhaps related to the awe and fear that accompany great physical power, the ancient history of the giants reveals a fall from deity to demonized figure.22 The legend of the Golem, a giant formed from clay for the purpose of protecting the Jewish people, tells the story of another giant in whose figure God and humanity collide.23 The fear of being eaten by the large runs deep in myth and legend, as well as in children’s books that draw upon these traditions.

In the folktale world and in American popular culture, the figure of the giant typically disrupts social order. Stewart comments that “. . . the miniature represents a mental world of proportion, control, and balance[;] the gigantic presents a physical world of disorder and disproportion.”24 This disorder extends to the disruption of hierarchies of gender, class, or nation, chaos that must be mediated and contained in order to restore “balance” and proportion. For example, when the enraged wealthy housewife, Nancy Archer, in the camp film classic Attack of the Fifty-Foot Woman (1958, dir. Nathan Juran), grows to 50 feet tall and stalks her cad of a husband, she creates chaos in a patriarchal world. Her inversion of the “natural” order must be righted—in this case, by her death and that of her philandering and murderous husband.25

Because the gigantic can appear to be fixed, immovable, and to embody collective fears, the giant is often transformed into a gentle and domesticated figure in children’s literature and popular media. Friendly giants from children’s books, such as Arnold Lobel’s Giant John (1964) or Roald Dahl’s The BFG (“big friendly giant”), turn out not to be giants after all, but children. The BFG, for example is childlike both in size (in relation to the other giants) and in disposition (relishing food, physical humor, and affection). The true giants are rapacious people-eaters, as the BFG’s description of the typical giant’s appetite makes clear: “ ‘Giants is all cannybully and murderful! . . . Out there us has the famous Bonecrunching Giant! Bonecrunching Giant crunches up two wopsey whiffling human beans for supper every night! Noise is earbursting! Noise of crunching bones goes crackety-crack for miles around!’ ”26 When the child Sophie’s wakefulness during the “witching hour” first enables her to see the BFG, she immediately describes the figure whose “head was higher than the upstairs windows of the houses”27 as a “giant,” but his child-loving nature and victimization by the other giants sets him apart. With Sophie’s help and assistance from the Queen of England, the BFG deflates these cruel and ferocious enemies of childhood by caging them like wild animals displayed in the zoo and transforming them into captive dependents. The Brad Bird animated film The Iron Giant, set in the 1950s (based on Ted Hughes’s The Iron Man: A Story in Five Nights [1968]—a book I discuss in detail in chapter five), depicts the giant as a huge and lovable innocent who rejects the definition placed upon him by ignorant adults obsessed by the Red Scare: that he is a Soviet weapon sent to destroy America. The Iron Giant’s plaintive line, “ ‘I not a gun’ ” is one of the most poignant in this fine film.28 Since the face identifies a creature as human/human-like, and therefore determines our identification with, or difference from, the figure, the delineation of the giant’s face is crucial to ascertaining the “correct” meaning of the gigantic in any given context.29 The Iron Giant’s great hinged jaw creates a smile. Significantly, the first time the boy Hogarth sees him, framed against the tall trees, the giant tilts his head inquisitively, sending a clear signal that he is gentle and childlike.

Although functioning within the general parameters of disorder and disproportion set forth above, male and female giants typically operate in distinct ways in the popular imagination, in artistic forms, and in children’s books. Two “giants” of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries—the obese female and the male machine—figure prominently in children’s and young adult fiction as well as in popular culture writ large: one such character of great power and strength “saves the world,” while the other both wrecks domestic havoc and sustains great personal loss. The male machine solves problems in conjunction with his “boy” or master; the obese female is a problem.30 In chapter five I examine the giant robot’s mechanical body as a symbol of scientific utopianism relied upon in mass entertainments in the form of inter-war world’s fairs and in boy culture as one way to communicate the fantasy of the “future perfect.” In chapter six I consider visions from two different artistic vantage points that problematize the paradigm of the disruptive obese or excessive female body: the tall tale and the contemporary fine art photograph. Using the techniques of humorous exaggeration within a fantastic framework, the tall tale recuperates the gigantic female body in obvious and straightforward ways; in photographs of an obese child, by contrast, both social class and aesthetics inform a complicated artistic articulation of the girl’s “excessive” body in a fat-phobic world.

The obese female represents one especially revealing form of the monstrous, gigantic female body. By “revealing” I mean that by interrogating our responses to big size and the female gender, cultural biases and prejudices about the obese female, the obese girl, are thrown into high relief. I am sensitive to the fact that while “obesity” has a medical definition—according to the CDC, an obese child or teen has a BMI at or above the 95th percentile for youth of the same age and sex—it has been defined culturally, as well. Thinking about the female giant offers us one way to understand how the obese are constructed and treated. The animating figure of this chapter is a young woman named Barbara, the subject of photographer Andrea Modica’s work between 1986 and 1995. Modica took a series of black and white photographs of a family of fourteen children living in an impoverished area in upstate New York and published some of them in her book Treadwell. Modica first began photographing Barbara and her family when Barbara was a young girl. Her final images of Barbara were taken when she was twenty-two years old and dying from complications due to diabetes. As my analysis will, I hope, make clear, I find Modica’s work with Barbara to be both complex and moving; her extraordinary body and spirit enliven each photograph.

While Burke’s maxim that “it is impossible to suppose a giant the object of love”31 obtains in many cultural contexts—including traditional folktales, monster movies, and myth—other giant narratives subvert this teleology and resist the “giant as monster” paradigm. As the following chapters demonstrate, we may imagine the obese girl and giant robot as giants of both fear and familiarity, imagination and reality, self and other.


Chapter 5

GIGANTIC MECHANICAL BOY SCOUTS

Our perceptions of size—and our reactions to those objects and persons “out” of scale—are inextricably linked to the proportions of the typical adult body. This rather obvious observation underpins pervasive ideas about the meanings and constructions of both big and small: the giant-as-monster as well as the Tom Thumb trope, the idea of the pygmy and dwarf discourse. This fact also reminds us of two important aspects of the giant in particular: first, the giant appears to be “greater” than the ordinary human; and second, the giant presents a challenge for the ordinary human to overcome. For their part, small figures, as previous chapters have acknowledged, are also burdened with cultural valuations indexed to their atypically small size in relation to a fully grown adult. And if we consider the child body, it is certainly the case that our understanding of the child as dependent, vulnerable, and innocent is informed, in part, by his/her cute appearance: small stature, physical features such as button noses, chubby hands and feet and short limbs.1 While many of the small bodies and historical characters I have discussed thus far are cultural constructions as much as they are biological beings (with the exception of the discursive elements of the Tom Thumb, dwarf and pygmy figures), as I turn to discuss the giant figure, I step away from the body constructed outside of, or even in spite of, the biological and natural to consider instead the mechanical body.

Providing the impetus for this shift from the biological to the mechanical is the notion of perfectibility. As a metonym for the human body, the mechanical body can be built as a better body: one that reflects back to us what we value in the human physique and what we fantasize the human body might become. These are bodies informed, but not hampered, by the limitations of the bodies we inherit. That is, although our bodies may be altered through excessive weight loss or gain, plastic surgery, amputation or even gender reassignment, we must largely accept the vulnerabilities and the contours of the body we inhabit and that takes shape after birth. Since the mechanical body does not truly live, it cannot die. Grappling with these utopian and fantastic aspects of the built body underlies, I believe, much of the fascination the mechanical body holds in our literary as well as our scientific imagination.

The determination of industrialists, scientists, and engineers to create and then capture the strength and power of the machine to do “man’s” work and solve “man’s” problems (what they conceived as problems in labor, costs, efficiency, productivity, profits) fueled the Industrial Revolution and ultimately found an outlet in dreaming about the mechanical man. How does size affect the meanings attached to the mechanical body? By building the mechanical body to an exaggerated size, the contrastive ordinary human body comes into focus. The gigantic mechanical body, in fact, sharpens our articulations of what it means to be human. And there is a gender component to consider, too, as most mechanical bodies are typed as male. Men are meant to create and work with machines, thus most mechanical bodies are fashioned in man’s image and extend masculine power and privilege.

Thus far I have been sketching general cultural beliefs about the gigantic that the giant mechanical body symbolizes. In the chapter that follows I will locate these ideas more precisely by focusing especially on the inter-war years and mid-twentieth century and particularly on mass entertainment (world’s fairs) and popular culture (children’s books and toys) as expressions of cultural values in an era of great instability. Boy culture, in particular, transmitted via character education organizations and serial publications of the early to mid-twentieth century in both England and America informs and is informed by mechanical age fantasies of progress and perfectibility. In this chapter I will argue that the gigantic mechanical body—the robot—helped to construct an ideal masculinity for the modern age and helped to articulate fantasies of scientific utopianism. One site of particular interest to me in making this argument is the 1933–1934 Chicago Century of Progress exposition in which both scientists and captains of industry chose the robot as an avatar of the concept of futurist progress. The mechanical super-man, the giant robot, conquers the weaknesses of the biological in order to transcend the frailties of human nature and the corruptible body as well as to point the way toward mechanical and industrial dominance. The combination of a super-sized and invincible mechanical body with an ideal masculinity, in both the robot and his human mastermind—typically a boy—creates the context for the powerful idea of great size embodying the fantasy of the “future perfect.” In this context I engage the concept of the “future perfect” on two levels: one, as the refinement and perfection of the body itself that the giant robot represents through its competence, strength, and incorruptibility; and two, as the vision of a future world in which science/technology and human beings/culture—represented by the robot-and-his-boy—are engaged in a mutually beneficial relationship.2 As these ideas suggest, the future perfect is always utopian.3

The Industrial Revolution as a Problem of Scale

Telling the mid-century story of giant male machines—robots—and their transformation from monster to hero and marker of human progress actually requires a step backward in time. The Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, with its power looms, factory system, and steam power set the stage for the machine age to emerge, in which the combative relationship between humans and machines was renegotiated. Through their labor, children, prized both for their size and their easy exploitation, played a key role in the mining and textile industries of the early nineteenth century, in particular. Children as young as four years old could be “employed” (the youngest children generally worked without pay and no child was paid even the same insufficient rate as an adult worker) as cogs in the great manufacturing machines of the Industrial Revolution. Some of the most iconic photographic imagery of the Industrial Revolution features small children juxtaposed with big machines, highlighting the differences in size and substance between the two: flesh and metal. In the images of small children and big machines, the child’s body reads as pliable and vulnerable in contrast to the unyielding and dangerous machinery that threatens to engulf it. Thus, the Industrial Revolution created, for some, a problem of scale that cried out for action.

Various people heeded this cry, of course. The contrast between big and small, hard and soft, machine and human, and the very real damage done to children, encouraged the formation of nineteenth-century child labor reform movements aimed at reducing the number of hours children could work. Philanthropists, politicians, religious leaders, and poets focused on the body of the child laborer in making their persuasive cases against child labor practices. The child workers’ bodies of interest were described as “blackened” in the case of the boy sweeps or climbing boys, or stunted in the case of the factory child or infant collier, or diseased or disfigured by the demands and dangers of punishing hours, corrosive chemicals, airborne fibers, and/or moving, crushing machinery. Although it proved challenging to pass legislation to reduce child labor, it was easy to argue that poor children were harmed as a result of its lack of regulation. The trick was getting powerful people first to care about this harm and then to challenge the interests of mill, mine, and factory owners or to accommodate the political goals of competing movements such as those working against the Corn Laws. Describing the child’s body as vulnerable and weak and his mind as impressionable and unformed was a particularly convincing way not only to talk about the tragedies of unregulated child labor but also to reference a related idea: a new understanding of childhood. The “new childhood” posited an ideal childhood in which the child’s nature and needs were understood to be distinct from that of the adult. Roughly speaking, the child needed play and the adult needed work.4 The newly vulnerable child—whether of privilege or privation—incited greater scrutiny than before; thus, the Industrial Revolution provided one important context for renewed interest in children and childhood.

As Hugh Cunningham reminds us, the child’s body in the Industrial Revolution would not have become a catalyst for change over the many years that laws governing child labor were debated and enacted in England (and later, in America) without the widespread acceptance of this compelling new story of childhood that resolved the “crisis” the Industrial Revolution had wrought.5 In the pre-industrial age poor children certainly labored, but their work was closely connected to the home: children worked for their parents when young and later, perhaps, would be placed out as servants in another home. Cunningham notes, “It was a hard life, but it was endurable, for it was sanctioned by custom and contained within the bounds of family and community.”6 The children and grandchildren of pre-industrial parents, however, would become “victims” of the factory system, separated from the domestic economy of their own homes and communities. This break between traditional child labor and domestic spaces and the transition of child labor from the home to industrial and public locations—factories, mills, mines, and the street—enabled the new story of childhood to percolate and permeate the social consciences of many. The writing and speeches of MP Lord Ashley, the 7th Earl of Shaftesbury; Robert Owen; Sir Robert Peel; William Wilberforce and other reformers helped to construct a narrative of the moral responsibility owed to laboring children and the social instability that could ensue if the needs of children were not met.7

Early on, the new story of the children of the poor was promoted by the conservative philanthropist and Sunday School founder and educator Mrs. Trimmer, whose multivolume The Oeconomy of Charity (1787) was influential in the success of the eighteenth-century Sunday School movement. Trimmer paints a vivid picture of the suffering factory child by comparing his pallid complexion and arrested physical development to the rosy and lively youth he could be if differently located: “I cannot indeed think of little children, who work in Manufactories, without the utmost commiseration. It is impossible, surely, to view those countenances, in which, according to their time of life, the roses of health should bloom, pale and sodden—those limbs which should be straight, robust and active, stunted in their growth, or distorted by sitting in one continued posture . . . .”8

Some decades later, as demands for the regulation of child labor grew, Shaftesbury, in his 1840 article “Infant Labour” for the Quarterly Review, passionately described the devastating consequences that long, punishing hours wrought upon pauper youth. Along the way he also described the unnaturally small size and weak limbs of the child worker in terms of the resulting “pygmification” of the child’s strength:

Emerging from these lairs of filth and disorder [unhealthy tenements], the young workers, ‘rising early, and late taking rest,’ go forth that they may toil through fifteen, sixteen, nay, seventeen relentless hours, in sinks and abysses, oftentimes more offensive and pernicious than the holes they have quitted. Enfeebled in health, and exasperated in spirit, having neither that repose which is restorative to the body, nor that precious medicine which alone can tranquillise the soul, they are forced to live and die as though it were the interest of the state to make them pigmies in strength, and heathens in religion . . . .9

According to reformers such as Trimmer and Shaftesbury, it is the very childhood of the laboring child, which has both physical and psychological markers, that is sacrificed to the callousness and greed of industry.

Figurative language describing child workers as pathetic victims helpless before devouring monster machines did much to expose the plight of the late eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century poor laboring child. Similarly, in early twentieth-century America, the work of the influential American documentary photographer Lewis Hine made visual the problem of scale between the child body and the machine. These powerful portraits of child workers, like the colorful speeches and writings of English politicians, Evangelicals, and philanthropists before them, assisted American Progressive-era reformers in making a persuasive case against child labor. In 1907, Hine was hired by the National Child Labor Committee (NCLC, founded in 1904) to investigate and document industrial child labor practices. According to Vicki Goldberg, the NCLC was the first American organization to use photography “consistently and extensively” as a method of instigating social change.10 From 1908 to 1924, Hine traveled the country preparing reports and taking photographs for the NCLC. As a persuasive and easily reproducible form of “testimony” (Hine’s word), photography enabled Hine to call attention to the wrongs of industrial child labor. Over his ten-year association with the NCLC, Hine took upward of 5,000 photographs. Kate Sampsell-Willmann, in Lewis Hine as Social Critic, contends that through his photographs “Hine advocated; he agitated; he indicted. But because his medium contained a high degree of verisimilitude and his methodology looked ‘objective’ as a social science survey, his visual product was more effective than words.”11

Certainly, Hine’s photographs are well-known social documents and have taken on iconic status in the story of American child labor reform. As such, they offer a clear look at the tension between child and machine. Some of this tension is due to scale. Given industrialists’ and capitalists’ increasing secrecy around child labor opposition to its practices grew, Hine was not welcome inside many factories, mines, or mills and thus many of his child subjects were posed outside of the factory. Hine preferred to photograph within buildings, however. To gain entrance into a mill, he often had to assume a different identity—as a fire inspector, postcard vendor or bible salesman. A clever disguise he sometimes used was to pose as an industrial photographer documenting the machinery used in the mill, etc. In this case, he would ask for a child to be included in the image he was taking in order to establish a sense of scale; he used his knowledge of the height of his jacket buttons to measure the children he photographed, often including their heights in his captions.

By juxtaposing big and small, child and machine, the photographs argue that children do not belong in factories. For example, in a 1910 photograph of eight-year-old “Leo” in the Elk Cotton Mills of Fayetteville, Tennessee, the boy stands in the middle ground of the photograph pressed against the bobbin machine that stretches along behind him and fades into the diffuse light seen through the far-off windows of the factory (see Plate 26). The foreground features the same machine, emphasizing the repetition of the bobbins both forward and backward in space. The tow-headed boy stares directly at the camera, his pant legs rolled and his feet bare. One hand is tucked behind his leg and the other splayed against the end of the machine. Unlike the four adults also pictured for whom the bobbins are waist-high, the machine rises well over Leo’s head. Indeed, Hine underscores the importance of Leo’s size in the caption to the photo: “Leo, 48 inches high, 8 years old. Picks up bobbins at 15 cents a day in Elk Cotton Mills.” The boy’s small stature is accentuated not only through contrast with the much taller adults, but also by the cinched waist of his too-large pants, and his small hands and thin legs. But it is the seeming endlessness of the bobbin machine, the piston-like character of the bobbins and the towering height of the machine taking up nearly all the space in the huge mill room that creates an un-natural setting for a child. In her essay on Hine and child labor Goldberg makes a similar point about childhood and scale: “the sharp perspectives racing to the center of the frame make the mills seem even longer than they are and the children even smaller; at times the machinery seems to be advancing on us.”12 In Hine’s photographs we find child bodies that “should” be playing outdoors but instead are held captive in the rigid and harsh environment of the factory and its machines.

Sometimes Hine included brief quotations from his subjects in his captions. On Leo’s photograph Hine transcribed the following: “ ‘No, I don’t help me sister or mother, just myself.’ ” This anecdote—which reveals the child’s self-interest and agency as a worker—appears to challenge the notion of the vulnerable child laborer exploited by the factory system. For Leo, work is part of a childhood he constructs. Yet while Leo’s admission that he works for himself certainly complicates the perhaps sentimental view of child-as-victim, it also does little to change the nature of the argument demonstrated in the photograph itself, which presents a clear contrast between child and machine.13 In fact, for adults, Leo’s jaded view may actually underscore his loss of “natural” childishness and innocence.

We find a similar theme in another Hine portrait of a child mill worker. Rhodes Mfg. Co., Lincolnton, N.C., Spinner was taken in November 1908 and features a ten-year-old girl staring out of a factory window (see Plate 27). The girl wears a simple cotton dress and apron, her hair pulled back in a plait. By looking out the window, she turns away from the long line of bobbins that stretch behind her. The massive machine, close behind her back, seems to threaten to push her slight figure through the window. In contrast to the solid machinery behind her, the light of the sun comes through and illuminates her youthful face. Hine further captions the photograph, “A moments [sic] glimpse of the outer world. Said she was 10 years old. Been working over a year.” Interestingly, the figure of the girl is in focus in the photo’s middle ground while the foreground and background—the factory walls and the machine itself—are largely out of focus. Thus, the girl’s stillness is emphasized, like a breath-hold, a “moments glimpse.” In his caption Hine provides a backstory: a story about the child worker in constant motion. If this girl’s job is like Leo’s—picking up bobbins—her perpetual movement is likely to be repetitive, perhaps even machine-like, and thus the opposite of the ideal of childishness. Unlike Leo, this girl is alone in the photograph. She contemplates not the photographer before her, but something outside of the factory. We cannot know if she yearns to be outside, though it seems likely given the nature of mill work, the long hours and the poor working conditions. Hine’s caption certainly assumes that this is her desire. The photograph proposes that there is no vista in the girl’s “inner world,” the world of her daily life in the mill: the enormous machine and its demands will dominate and fill the frame of what the child can see and do once she turns around and begins nearly endless work. At that moment of turning away, so the photograph suggests, sunshine will no longer be available to light her face or to anoint her with childhood.

With the help of Hine and other reformers, the narrative of the innocent, playful child and fleeting, vulnerable childhood took hold as a foundational myth of modern Anglo-American culture in the nineteenth and especially the early twentieth centuries.14 The myth—tied to “truth” by way of photographic “evidence”—held that the child was formed for play and the machine for work. It seemed that the child and the machine were destined to remain forever at odds. Perhaps they remain so today. And yet, if we remove children from the equation of human and machine and look beyond the factory, a different picture comes into focus. The steam age, for example, also gave us images of the cooperation between man and machine. Innovations in locomotion—in particular, steam engines for trains and steamships—required strong men to feed the firebox. Without the participation of man in making the engines run and regulating the heat and pressure, the machine was useless. By shrinking the world and bringing people and their goods where they needed to go more quickly and thus more cheaply, the invention of steam transportation excited both industry and the masses. With laboring children out of the picture of steam locomotion, the union of man and machine in steam-powered ships and trains was generally viewed as progress (though industrial boiler accidents caused many workmen’s deaths and injuries) promising future industrial and engineering greatness for western societies employing these universally accepted technologies.

But we can’t discount childhood altogether in the renegotiated relationship between human and machine. The notion of progress aided by science and engineering—and the fantasy of the future perfect—are ideologies ripe for childhood’s participation, given the universal belief that it is the next generation that will primarily promote and profit by new technologies. Boys were particularly targeted as the natural enthusiasts of the machine age. For character and citizenship organizations such as Robert Baden-Powell’s Boy Scouts, the machine’s abilities and qualities—including precision, strength, and tirelessness—encouraged admiration in and even emulation by scouts. In fact, by performing its job well and assisting humanity in its endeavors, the machine might be considered to exhibit traits of an ideal masculinity for the twentieth century, one that the Boy Scout organization (of Britain and later the U.S.) sought to inspire in its members. A good example of such encouragement may be found in Young Knights of the Empire: Their Code and Further Scout Yarns (1917) a follow-up publication to Baden-Powell’s popular Scouting for Boys (1908) and Yarns for Boy Scouts (1909). Baden-Powell describes the engine room of the great steamship R. M. S. Orsova in terms that explicitly link the mighty machine with the manly boy:

And it is indeed an impressive sight to stand below these great monsters of steel and watch them faithfully and un-tiringly pounding at their work, all in order, and exactly in agreement with each other, taking no notice of night or day, of storm or calm, but slinging along at all times, doing their duty with an energetic goodwill which makes them seem almost human—almost like gigantic Boy Scouts!15

Baden-Powell’s admiration for the giant anthropomorphized pistons’ efforts relies upon a kind of epistemology of both scientific utopianism and size: dutiful and loyal machines help (British) mankind, their selfless devotion enhanced by their giganticism.

The strong men required to make these engines work are also credited in Baden-Powell’s autobiographical “yarn” about the trip he and his wife took on the Orsova: “Then we go into the stokehold among the mighty boilers. Here are powerful, grimy men at work getting coal out of the coal bunkers, and shovelling it into the furnaces. It sounds easy to shovel coal on to a fire, but it takes a lot of practice to get the knack of stoking a fire properly and a lot of strength and skill to throw great shovelfuls quickly and well into the right part of the furnace.”16

In Young Knights of the Empire, the Orsova’s engines, her stokers, and Baden-Powell’s audience—the Boy Scouts themselves—are described as sharing similar strengths in discipline, endurance, and resilience. For Baden-Powell, there is little to differentiate the “faithful” machine from the cheerful Boy Scout, or the skillful stoker: all are expected to fulfill their duties for the glory of the Empire. Similarly, the attributes that the machine, the boy, and grimy stoker “embody” are, according to Baden-Powell, particularly manly. His ideal of the “young knight of the Empire” harks back, certainly, to the myths of a chivalrous age and the “gallant fellow[s] who were always ready to defend weaker people when they were being bullied; [they were] brave and honourable, and ready to risk [their lives] in doing [their] duty according to the code or law of Chivalry.”17 This evocation of the knights of the past is not simply nostalgic: Baden-Powell uses the legendary knights not only to underscore the Scout’s code, but also to link the old ways with the promise of the future greatness to come as the British Empire is defended: “Well, nowadays there are thousands of boys all over the British Empire carrying out the same idea [as the honor code of the knights], and making themselves into fine, reliable men, ready to take the place of those who have gone away to fight and who have fallen at the Front.”18 Baden-Powell appealed to a triumphalist interpretation of Britain’s history—shared by popular boys’ periodicals—in which the boys of today could carry on the successful adventures of the past into the future. They could do this, however, only if they subscribed to the physical fitness and character-building exercises outlined by scouting.19

While a machine may be patriotic only in metaphorical terms, unlike the Boy Scout, whose patriotism is a key element in his character, the machine may be used as a tool of the Empire and work in service of the Empire’s goals, just as the Scout is meant to do. In the case of the giant pleasure steamship the Orsova, the advent of World War I altered her function: during the war she served as a troopship ferrying Australian soldiers to various fields of battle. Baden-Powell’s tale of giant mechanical boy scouts and the skilled men who make them work unites the ingenuity of the big machine/man dyad with the triumph of Empire, and, by association, ensures the boy’s place in it.

“Science Finds, Industry Applies, Man Conforms”

Behind big machines lie big ideas. And animating these ideas were the desires to reduce human labor, solve agricultural, industrial, transportation, and communication problems, increase efficiency and profits as well as to entertain. Innovations in science and technology lay claim to many of the machines built to answer these desires, machines that were showcased in expositions and world’s fairs from the mid-nineteenth century forward. Among other purposes such as bringing the world “home” via the exhibition of native peoples from around the globe, as I discussed in the previous chapter, world’s fairs also advertised and celebrated the host nation’s progress in research, development, and design. Indeed, the world’s fair was a stage upon which new inventions with far-reaching social implications were launched: for example, the Colt revolver (London, 1851), telephone (Philadelphia, 1876), motion picture (Paris, 1900) and the ice cream cone (St. Louis, 1904). World’s fairs of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were nationalistic, commercial, and cultural ventures, undertaken to assuage social anxieties and economic worries, as well as to make money for their shareholders. For example, the 1933–1934 Chicago World’s Fair, a century-of-progress exposition, celebrated Chicago’s centennial while at the same time it promoted both business interests and spectacle. The fair’s motto—“science finds, industry applies, man conforms”—made perfectly evident its focus on elevating industry’s status to that of science. And man? Man “conforms” to the dictates of both.

The century-of-progress international exposition took place in 1933 and 1934, the mid-point of what would become known as “the Great Depression” and after FDR’s morale-boosting landslide victory in 1932. The exposition was years in the making, however, and its planning necessarily had begun long before opening day. In fact, the fair was conceived and organized during the worst of the Depression when unemployment rose precipitously, banks failed and desperate Americans struck, marched, and rioted. Who could have thought that an expensive World’s Fair was a good idea while so many Americans were hungry and suffering? The answer: a think tank of prominent scientists, industrialists, engineers, philanthropists, and politicians.

According to Robert W. Rydell, the foremost authority on American world’s fairs, fueled by a common belief that uniting science and business could help to relieve the economic crisis that threatened America’s global reputation and what was perceived to be the American way of life, scientists and industrialists together settled on a world’s fair as a way to educate the average American about the importance of technology and corporate values to a successful American future:

There was more to the fan dance of science than met the eye. It was part of the persistent effort by American scientists after World War 1 to popularize science, mold a ‘true’ American culture with scientific values, and affirm the hegemony of the corporate state. These efforts continued through the 1920s and intensified in the 1930s as scientists, confronted by a ‘revolt against science,’ joined corporate backers of the fairs in trying to pin popular hopes for national recovery on the positive results expected from the fusion of science and business.20

Did the 1933–1934 Century of Progress Exposition succeed in meeting the goals—both lofty and capitalistic—set by its corporate sponsors, as well as by President Roosevelt and the prominent scientists who became involved in an entertainment venture that might seem far from the abstraction of pure science or directed purpose of applied science? Rydell argues yes:

Attended by some one hundred million visitors, [Depression-era world’s fairs] left in their wake a vision of the United States emerging from the Great Depression as a consumer-driven, corporation-driven nation-state powered forward by science and technology and governed by a federal system made newly attentive by the circumstances of the 1930s to the welfare of its citizens. The fairs of the 1930s sustained and remade the American nation at a time of crisis second only to the Civil War.21

How the fair responded to America’s economic woes with an ideological argument promoting technology and business and the important role that size played in this argument through the mechanical giant—the robot—provides a compelling story of an ambitious inter-war American identity project. First, however, a keynote had to be struck; that task was fulfilled by the Science Advisory Committee (SAC). The SAC, constituted in 1929 to advise the exposition’s organizers, suggested the fair’s overall philosophy of “scientific idealism.” The SAC and its subcommittees, formed from members of Woodrow Wilson’s World-War-I-era National Research Council (NRC) keen to support the idea of an exposition focused on scientific and industrial development, along with other “salesman-scientists,” met regularly over a four-month period in the years 1929–1930 and produced multiple reports with advice about designing the fair’s exhibits as well as implementing its theme.22 The term “scientific idealism” was coined by Michael Pupin (an electrical engineer at Columbia University and a member of the SAC). “Scientific idealism” provided purpose and direction to the many moving parts of the colossal event, including the content of many of the exhibits as well as the fair’s industrial design and corporate sponsorships.23 Fairgoers were to be provided with an entertaining, but clear, vision of what “progress” meant in the context of a “century of progress.” According to the SAC, scientific idealism would be expressed through “the ‘deification’ of science displayed in a ‘Temple of Pure Science’ where ‘thoughtful’ visitors receive a ‘quiet unconscious schooling,’ learning that ‘science is at the root of most of the material things and many of the social things which make up modern life.’ ”24

The site of the greatest concentration of exhibits designed to produce this educational effect could be found in the “Temple of Science.” Although renamed the “Hall of Science,” the original appellation linking worship with science was perhaps more insightful and reflective of the fair’s celebratory anticipation of future progress led by science and industry. Through its inclusion in exhibits, sculpture, and even entertainments, the figure of the robot was both a key player and an important symbol that assisted the scientist with the promotion of these goals: “Specific exhibits—including robots, working auto assembly lines, and the rocket-shaped cars of the Sky Ride—added weight to the message that science was modern man’s salvation and that the scientist-engineer was priest, if not savior.”25 The robot figure was featured in artistic articulations of the fair’s philosophy, as well. Located in the rotunda of the Hall of Science, an enormous U-shaped structure well situated within the spacious grounds in order to attract the most visitors, fair-goers were greeted by the imposing fountain Science Advancing Mankind (see Plate 28).26 Here, the central figure of the science “god” is not a scientist or engineer, or human at all: he is a gigantic robot.

“Science” is depicted as a massive robot leaning over two nearly naked human figures—a man and a woman—urging them forward, toward the future, by placing its huge hands at their backs. Science Advancing Mankind was sculpted by Louise Lentz Woodruff as a series of pools. The large central pool is dominated by the sculpture of the robot and humans. Eight lower pools, each one representing a different scientific discipline, circle the central pool. The fact that “science” is shown to be a man-machine and out of scale with human figures underscores significant twin beliefs: that robotics best typify the future perfect aspirations of scientific design and practical use, and that great size indicates power and performance. Interestingly, in “Science Advancing Mankind,” the gigantic robot guides rather than serves mankind. Knowledge, contained within “science,” is the province of the robot, rather than man or woman. The latter figures walk forward tentatively, holding their hands out in front of them in a gesture suggesting caution or even blindness. Indeed, as proclaimed in the pamphlet illustrating the most significant sculptures to be found at the fair, the sculpted robot “is by no means an automaton bent on destruction. On the contrary, it is depicted as an onward-going force whose hands are placed at the backs of the male and female figures, urging them on to greater endeavors.”27 The caption to a close-up of “Science Advancing Mankind” from the same publication goes even further in glorifying the enormous man-machine: “The great robot-like figure typifies the exactitude, force, and onward movement of science, with its powerful hands at the backs of the figures of a man and woman, representing mankind.”28

The Depression-era world’s fairs settled upon the giant robot as one powerful and compelling symbol of scientific utopianism, keeping the ideas of industrial, capitalistic progress as well as cultural progress alive in one figure. The robot’s hybrid nature as a kind of man-machine helps to maintain the symbol’s relevance in different venues, from the stage of the world’s fairs, as we have seen, to literature: drama, science fiction, and children’s books, as I will discuss below. As Igor Aleksander and Piers Burnett suggest in their historical overview and explanation of the mechanics of robotics from its beginnings to the late twentieth century, “the robot’s status, somewhere in an uneasy limbo between man and machine, makes it the ideal dramatic device for exploring the relationship between the two. The robot can conveniently stand for the whole of machine-kind which twentieth century man has interestingly come to see as a potential threat, or even successor, to mankind.”29 Certainly, the fear of the annihilation or oppression of the human by the machine is belied in “Science Advancing Mankind.” That benevolent yet patriarchal gigantic robot is a far cry from the race of robots in Czech playwright Karel Čapek’s Rossum’s Universal Robots or R.U.R. (1921) from which the word “robot” was first popularized.30 Written in the aftermath of a world war in which chemicals and machines were used to wreak havoc and kill people in new ways, Čapek’s play anticipates the threat Aleksander and Burnett acknowledge as enduring throughout the twentieth century.31 In R.U.R, robots revolt against their human masters and ultimately destroy the human race. Rather than avoid the troubling idea that robots could replace humans or were the enemies of humankind, as Čapek’s play suggested, some exhibits at the 1933–1934 Century of Progress Exposition embraced the close connection between man-as-machine and the machine-man, or robot. For example, in the chemistry exhibit, every half-hour a 10-foot-tall robot delivered a speech and demonstration on food and digestion in the Robot Theater. A short film was projected from behind onto the robot’s white shirt front, illustrating various digestive processes, while the robot narrated them. In the medical arena, the six-foot-tall “Transparent Man,” a kind of man-machine built to make the inner “mechanics” of the human body visible, visitors “saw themselves exposed before a powerful deity—the modern god of science.”32 In this exhibit, according to Rydell, humans find awe-inspiring science within machines much like themselves, built to elicit faith from the American people: faith and trust in the intellectual prowess of American scientists and engineers and faith in the “American way of life,” which was capitalism, optimism, and progress. Much of the power of this god of science, as depicted by the ubiquitous presence of gigantic robots at the fair, was indebted to size, as well as to certain notions of ideal masculinity. That is, the robot figure is never simply about the mechanics or the science that has created it; the robot always calls to mind and grapples with his double—the man. Thus, robots, especially giant ones, tell us as much about ordinary man as they do about ingenious machine.

“Science Once Saved Your Life; What Have You Got 
Against It?”: The Giant Robot in Mid-Century Children’s 
Literature and Material Culture

While science and engineering may help to construct a man’s world, science is also a boy’s game. Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss Anglo-American science education in the inter-war or post-World-War-II era generally, I turn now to another educational method for “building the world of tomorrow,” as it was expressed in children’s material culture. I’m thinking of the popular constructional toy Meccano, its “guild” (boys’ club) and the accompanying Meccano Magazine.33

The 1930s were Meccano’s “golden age” as it soared into the future with airplane and motor car constructor sets and chemistry and electrical experiment sets adding innovation to the more typical engineering outfits.

According to Frank Hornby, the Liverpool businessman who invented Meccano (as well as Hornby trains sets and Dinky model vehicles), the original Meccano construction set was not really a toy, but “ ‘engineering in ‘miniature.’ ”34 Promotional materials for the Meccano brand of toys suggested that success in learning the principles of mechanics and using them to build industrial models from manufactured kits was linked to success in life. Indeed, the Meccano philosophy resembled that of Baden-Powell’s Boy Scouts, with a businessman’s twist.35 The charismatic and paternalistic Hornby, ever interested in his Meccano boys and factory workers, as well as in maintaining worldwide dominance in construction sets, believed his Meccano outfits would assist boys in developing manly spirits characterized by ambition, precision, wholesomeness, and initiative. Hornby’s advertising campaigns made this point clearly and often. For example, a 1919 pamphlet promoting the products directly related playing with Meccano to the creation of “a nation of supermen” in future leaders as well as workers.36

The Meccano Magazine began publication in 1916. The magazine grew quickly from a free, four-page publication to a monthly publication of twelve pages in 1922. The magazine eventually developed into a full-length quality boys’ serial with a variety of features and reached its circulation peak of 70,000 subscribers in 1930.37 Translated into numerous languages so as to reach a larger audience, the magazine contained factual information on engineering, construction, and railway sets as well as introducing new products, information about the worldwide distribution of Meccano and the different cultures into which it had spread. The general goal of the magazine was education and self-improvement.38

The Meccano Guild, for which the Meccano Magazine was the official organ, was instituted in 1919 and first headed up by Hornby. Its purpose, according to the instructional booklet How To Run a Meccano Club (1949), was to support the many happy boys worldwide who desired to share their hobby with like-minded boys: “The really happy boys throughout the world are those who have a hobby in which they take an enthusiastic interest; and the happiest of all are Meccano boys, for theirs is the greatest of all hobbies.” How to Run a Meccano Club adds that the Meccano hobby is tied not only to model-building and sharing, but also to discussions of “all kinds of plans and schemes for the future.”39 Brown notes that “. . . Hornby set the moral tone and selected the term ‘Guild’ precisely because it reflected notions of comradeship and the unselfish mutuality characteristic, so he believed, of the old medieval guilds.”40 Thus, the Meccano Guild, like the Boy Scouts, alludes both to an idealized past and to the belief in future progress. By 1932, membership in the Meccano Guild had grown to over 100,000 boys worldwide.41

How to Run a Meccano Club provides a shorthand glimpse into the boyhood world of Meccano: according to the official General Club Rules, membership of a club was open to any boy who possessed a Meccano Outfit or Hornby Train Set. Clubs were meant to meet monthly, prepare reports for Headquarters, and to arrange seasonal programs for members—many of which (such as rambling and cycling, attending lectures, and holding public exhibitions) were not limited to building models individually or in groups. The content of these programs and activities demonstrate the kind of boy a Meccano boy should be: lively, competitive, sports-minded, social and, above all, inventive: “Meccano encourages boys to invent, and in the world of invention the best qualities of an individual—initiative, keen thought, patience, and perseverance—are brought into play.”42

This last sentence is a rather crucial one as the word “play” does double-duty within the “world of invention”: that is, in the “world of invention” (understood to be mechanics, engineering, industry, construction, or science more generally), the sterling qualities of invention are brought into being and acknowledged (into “play”) and the important connection between boys’ play and creativity is stressed. Inventiveness is an attribute of the boy scientist who dominates, rather than is dominated by, the machines he builds. These machines might be bridges, block cranes, model trains or, yes, robots.

What makes the robot—or, more precisely, the boy-and-his-giant-robot—a particularly apt avatar of the kind of ideal masculinity and scientific utopianism born of the post-Industrial Revolution age, geared up in the Depression-era inter-war years and promoted in post-war (that is, 1950s and 1960s) Anglo-American middle-class culture? Building on the wholesomeness and usefulness of engineering games such as Meccano, in children’s literature the boy-and-his-robot bring into play a powerful dyad that answers or sublimates the anxieties about the relationship between man and machine that at times erupted within machine-era culture. In performing this feat, the stories of boy and his machine must be retold as heroic tales. These tales are informed by the ideologies of progress and the future perfect that I have sketched in this chapter. Typically, in children’s popular culture the giant robot is cast as a friend or a slave. The burdens of giganticism, like the promise of scientific utopianism, are largely accepted on faith, that most unscientific of beliefs.

In the opening to this chapter I mentioned two key elements of the successful giant/human relationship: first, that the giant appears to be greater than his human counterpart (thus causing anxiety) and second, that the human must meet and overcome the challenges that the first item suggests (thus ensuring heroism). Two other core beliefs about the robot within the context of scientific utopianism may be restated here as well: robots function as appropriate symbols of future perfect aspirations and great size suggests power and performance. We shall see how in mid-century children’s literature the contrast and/or collaboration between giant robot and his boy genius creator or companion brings together notions of heroic masculinity, progress, and scientific utopianism (or its inversion). In Tom Swift and His Giant Robot (1954), one of the books in the Tom Swift Jr. Adventures series by Victor Appleton II, the patriotic, persistent, and polite young inventor creates gigantic robots to assist humankind in entering the nuclear age (see Plate 29).43 In designing and testing his robots, the model boy relies upon science, logic, and unexamined notions of nationalism and progress. He thus exhibits the qualities of both a Meccano Boy and a Boy Scout. Over the course of the novel (part of the formula of the Tom Swift books generally), Tom Swift Jr. brings criminals to justice and innovations in technology and engineering to light. The latter is first for the betterment of Swift Enterprises (the company started by his father, the original boy inventor, Tom Swift), but Tom’s inventions—and the giant robots are no exceptions to this—are also always meant to maintain American leadership in industry and national defense. The popular Tom Swift Jr. books are an obvious repository of the ideologies of the future perfect and scientific utopianism exhibited at the Depression-era world’s fairs and in the Meccano empire. And they are anticipated by Baden-Powell’s heroic boys’ tales, too, as we recall the story of the Orsova’s pistons as “giant mechanical boy scouts.”

Tom’s giant robots are designed to take the place of human workers in the nuclear power plant—called “atomic energy plant”—his father is building in the American West.44 Their jobs would be to repair and maintain the plant in areas where the high concentration of radiation would be fatal to men. These giant robots are still in the testing phase and Tom’s problems with controlling them arise with frequency, adding tension to the plot. The eight-foot-tall robots are depicted in a stereo-typical manner, resembling the barrel-chested, large-jointed Tin Man from The Wizard of Oz, and sport pincers as hands, bulbs for eyes and long antennas.

While the giant robots are humanoid in appearance and plot elements underscore the nearly human behavior of Tom’s invention, thus mitigating the difference between man and robot, these machines are designed to fulfill industrial functions that man cannot do, rather than to replace him in industry. The giant robots are powerful—and even heroic—but at their control resides the boy genius, Tom Swift. In this way, the novel both elevates science and subordinates the man-machine to human creativity and ingenuity.45

Tom’s most impressive robots are the giants “Ator” and “Sermek”—the former is named for the union of “atom” and “robot” and the latter honors “the field of servomechanics.”46 Before Tom can reasonably trust the work of his robots he must test them repeatedly. The robots’ final test is “by fire” in which Ator will simulate replacing “neutron-soaking rods” within an enormous blast furnace. Emphasizing Ator’s human-like qualities, the narrator asks, “Would Ator ‘live’ or ‘die’?”47 Ator’s work within the furnace is described, once again, in terms that call to mind the brave and chivalrous knights of old: “Ator strode back and forth inside the furnace, looking like a giant knight in armor. Jets of chemical fire deluged his Tomasite-protected body, but not once did he waver or display a defect.”48 Ator’s triumph is Tom’s and vice versa. And yet, in the penultimate climax to the novel, the giant Ator appears to turn disloyal as “the giant robot seemed to have developed a mind of his own!” as he advances on Mr. Swift and “seized him between his massive hands.”49 Tom’s only recourse to save his father was to instigate a fight between Sermek—controlled, of course, by Tom—and Ator, remotely powered, it is eventually revealed, by the mad scientist antagonist to Swift Enterprises and the atomic energy plant.

The giant robot Sermek is certainly strong, but it is Tom’s superior knowledge of science that allows Sermek/Tom to win the day: “A clanging din filled the air as each giant fought for a hold on the other’s vulnerable head mechanism. A contest of strategy, not strength, was exactly what Tom wanted. Now he could use scientific tactics based on his knowledge of the robot’s structural operations.”50 And Ator’s previous disloyalty is forgotten when he is called into action to find and destroy the plutonium-rich slug the mad scientist had hidden within the Uranium-238 which threatens to blow up the thermopile of the atomic energy plant and thus demolish it (killing everyone inside). This plutonium-rich slug is described as a “miniature atom bomb.”51 Certainly, in 1954, the year of Tom Swift and His Giant Robot’s publication, any description of an atom bomb would not be undertaken lightly. The dangers and destruction of the atom bomb that saved the United States and the free world by ending World War II, so many believed in the 1950s (and some still believe), were very fresh. In the scientific utopianism of Tom Swift and His Giant Robot, atomic energy, nuclear energy, is good science, “moral” science, when in the “right” hands—in this case, the capable, steady hands of the boy-and-his-robot. The novel concludes when representatives of the American government and military assemble to watch and applaud the opening of the Citadel, Swift Enterprises’ atomic energy plant: “In impressive speeches, the government officials lauded the Swifts and pointed out the tremendous advances in medicine, industry, and national defense which the products of the [thermo]pile would make possible.”52

Tom Swift novels not only showcase futuristic inventions and underscore the potential for feats of engineering and science to help humankind or to solve problems, they are also formula fiction: each novel contains a mystery to be solved enhanced by a new Tom Swift invention. But there is no mystery to the central hero of each number in the series: it is invention itself, located in the boy genius and the fruits of his keen mind—here, the giant robot. Typically, Tom Swift and his friends foil plots to steal their technology for nefarious use. In Tom Swift and His Giant Robot, a mad scientist whose mind has broken down “from sheer mental exhaustion during his intensive research work”53 and a gang of professional thieves nearly succeed in killing Tom and his friends in their quest to steal information about robotics and to stop the completion of the atomic energy plant. As Tom, his father, and their employees puzzle about who could be behind the bombings of the plant, Tom suggests the possibility that it could be “ ‘some crank who is opposed to atomic progress and wants us all back in the Stone Age.’ ”54 This thought may be directly traced back to the ideas behind the century-of-progress exposition we see articulated in the fountain Science Advancing Mankind. Anyone not supporting “atomic progress” must be a “crank” and unworthy of the kind of model masculinity presented in the Tom Swift books. At one point, Tom challenges a cornered criminal who owed his life and mobility to the metal surgical pins inserted into his spine, “ ‘Come on, Pins. Open up! Science once saved your life. What have you got against it?’ ”55 While Tom is polite, dutiful, loyal, generous, and humble—old-fashioned values—he is also a brave, bold, risk-taker who upholds the scientific method as a kind of religion and tirelessly pursues new scientific knowledge. His giant robots can do what man cannot, and as strong, selfless, and tireless workers they reflect back—just as the Orsova’s engines suggested to Baden-Powell—the values of an ideal masculinity for the modern machine age: “Tom explained sadly that the now-radioactive robot must never leave the concrete-shielded pile. He would remain forever in the plant which he helped to save.”56

By the mid-1960s, the “morning” (if not exactly the dawn) of the computer age, the simple robot could be domesticated and, indeed, may be found in the comic children’s tale. Heroic robots, some giant, some miniature, play key roles in the fantasy novel Andy Buckram’s Tin Men (1966) by Carol Ryrie Brink, a well-respected children’s author best known for her award-winning book Caddie Woodlawn (1935). Young Andy Buckram, a reader of The Boy’s Popular Mechanics Magazine and regularly described as “inventive,” builds four robots to help him with his chores around his family’s farm. Andy’s robots perform useful tasks such as bailing the rowboat, carrying water and doing sums. His junkyard-owning neighbor, from whom Andy gets many of the parts for his robots, praises Andy for his prescience in creating the tin men: “ ‘Well, it’s a mechanical age,’ Grandpa Clayton said. ‘Soon everything will be done for us by tin men, I expect. You are very smart, my boy, to be in on the ground floor, so to speak.’ ”57 After the robots are electrified and animated by a terrific lightning storm and threatening events ensue such as a flood and bear attack, each performs a heroic deed that results in saving Andy’s life and that of his friend as well as his toddler cousin. Yet, as he is the robots’ master, Andy’s commands are obeyed absolutely and literally. After telling the largest robot, Supercan, who rows the boat, to “stop a minute” at the town dock, the children are saved from the flood and reunited with their parents. Precisely after one minute, however, the robots row off to an unknown future. While Andy mourns the loss of his creations, he immediately resolves to build new robots. For Andy and Tom Swift, Jr., inventiveness and the ability to keep a cool head in a catastrophe allows for nearly limitless potential in the boyhood landscape of the scientific future perfect.

Scientifically minded works such as The Tom Swift Jr. books in general, and Tom Swift and His Giant Robot in particular, inform essentially comic robot novels like Andy Buckram’s Tin Men, and illustrate how scientific utopianism and the idea of the future perfect was packaged and presented within middle-class boy culture through the heroic figure of the boy-and-his-robot. I will conclude this chapter with a close examination of another mid-century boy-and-his-robot tale about size responsive to many of the same ideas emergent throughout the Industrial Revolution, inter-war period and machine age—capitalist, industrialist, nationalist, and militarist ideals. The story I have in mind, however, Ted Hughes’s modern fable, The Iron Giant (1968), challenges and inverts scientific utopianism by imagining a new version of the relationship between man and giant man-machine.

In Ted Hughes’s fable The Iron Giant (originally published as The Iron Man in 1968), the main character, an enormous sentient machine, must consume metal in order to survive. Resembling a man in his desires for survival, the Iron Giant functions as a kind of biological/mechanical hybrid. His size and appearance produce a striking contrast to the natural world around him: “[The Iron Giant] really was a monster. This was the first time most of them had had a good look at him. His chest was as big as a cattle truck. His arms were like cranes, and he was getting rust, probably from eating all the old barbed wire.”58 Remarkably, after being dismembered into a set of machine parts from his fall off the cliff, the Iron Giant reconstructs himself. This unusual skill knits together biological and industrial processes.59 Once reconstituted, the Iron Giant resumes his quest to feed his insatiable hunger for metal. However, his diet conflicts with the needs of the rural community as he eats the trucks and tractors and barbed wire that help to make land arable, thus interfering with the farmers’ livelihoods. A compromise must be reached and, not surprisingly, a child finds the way.

After the farming community, led by the boy, Hogarth, makes its peace with the Iron Giant by setting him up to consume their metal waste (becoming a kind of super-efficient recycling plant), it would appear that the giant machine has been transformed from a marginalized, fearsome technology into a simple tool.60 However, the tale does not end with the Iron Giant relegated to the simple role of eliminating human-created industrial trash. Another gigantic antagonist arrives that threatens to destroy the entire planet—this one the size of Australia: the space-bat-angel-dragon.

The global community’s first response to the space-bat-angel-dragon is to declare war on it: “Rockets, projectiles of all sorts, missiles and bombs, shells and flame throwers–everything was tried. The smoke of the explosions drifted out over the Pacific like a black, crawling continent. The noise of the battle shook the world almost as much as the landing of the dragon had done, and for much longer.”61 And yet, “human weapons had no effect on it.”62 Where weaponry or group action fail to work—as many traditional tales and American films alike tell us—an individual might succeed. In the face of the supernatural agent’s power and anger, the world required a new champion, not a new weapon. And so the male machine becomes the hero, combating the alien space creature and winning by virtue of his superior cleverness and ability to withstand heat. His unnaturalness stands as his badge of honor and the clearest indication that he remains untouched by the violent and selfish aspects of human nature. Indeed, we learn that the human world has brought destruction upon itself. The space-bat-angel-dragon confesses that his interest in coming to earth and eating it up was inspired by the earth’s noise of conflict and aggression, overheard in space: “ ‘It just came over me, listening to the battling shouts and the war cries of the earth—I got excited, I wanted to join in.’ ”63

In the scenes of the seemingly unequal contest between enormous dragon and giant metal man, we are reminded of the folktale world in which clever boys can best huge ogres. Once machine beats animal (even a supernatural one), the hierarchy of the human, the natural and biological over machinery and technology seems upended. The Iron Giant, a kind of self-animated robot, fulfills the anxieties of countless science-fiction stories of antagonistic and vengeful robots and makes the exhausted, burned, and defeated creature his slave. He attempts to find some use value in the enormous creature, some role for him to play. He learns that the space-bat-angel-dragon has no practical purpose at all: his beautiful, harmonious singing gives pleasure, but has no apparent function. The Iron Giant decides that listening to the space-bat-angel-dragon’s music will give the humans, in fact, just what they need to heal their discontents—a fantasy of the healing power of the gentle giant that Place, in The Last Giants (discussed in the previous chapter) also suggests. And so the former opponents go back to their respective homes: the scrapyard and outer space. In space, the space-bat-angel (no longer called dragon) flies each night making his beautiful music. The effect of this harmonious music on the people of the earth is wondrous: “The strange, soft, eerie space-music began to alter all the people of the world. They stopped making weapons. The countries began to think how they could live pleasantly alongside each other, rather than how to get rid of each other. All they wanted to do was to have peace to enjoy this strange, wild, blissful music from the giant singer in space.”64 Here is a different form of scientific utopianism, a new view of the future perfect in which human and non-human interactions are not valued primarily for their capitalist or industrialist value. The mysterious Iron Giant, in the tradition of non-human characters inspiring others to act with more humanity (Swift’s Houyhnhnms, Charlotte from Charlotte’s Web, Lt. Commander Data from Star Trek: The Next Generation, E.T.), is “more than human” not only in terms of size and strength, but also in sensibility and sensitivity.

Ultimately, however, this utopian vision of the benevolent robot of great size and superhuman power—science advancing mankind and helping it, so to speak, become “better” than it could be on its own—pervasive in the 1933–1934 World-of-Progress Exposition and subsequently reappearing in children’s fantasy and popular entertainment, may be played out. Harking back to the Industrial Revolution’s “problem of scale” in the relationship between human and machine, the Digital Revolution brings its own conflicts related to size and to humanity’s future in an age of increasingly smart machines. Just as the Luddites feared (with good reason) that the advent and proliferation of the power loom would cost them jobs, the increasing use of robots and machines to do the work formerly reserved for people—from building cars, to sorting mail, to checking out retail customers, to handling customer service inquiries, to performing as virtual bank tellers, etc.—appears to promise a future of labor imbalance and unemployment. As Kevin Drum notes rather dramatically, “During the Industrial Revolution, machines were limited to performing physical tasks. The Digital Revolution is different because computers can perform cognitive tasks too, and that means machines will eventually be able to run themselves. When that happens, they won’t just put individuals out of work temporarily. Entire classes of workers will be out of work permanently.”65 Could the new future perfect be a world without labor rather than the simplified world of reduced labor and increased consumerism that the Depression-era world-of-progress fairs promised? Or a world in which giant machines are not “like” Boy Scouts, but replace Boy Scouts? Perhaps. Drum believes that the robot revolution will eventually bring about “a robotic paradise of leisure and contemplation” but he also emphasizes the difficulties that will present themselves along the way and acknowledges that some (those, of course, with capital) will more easily participate in this utopic scenario than others.66 I’m less sanguine about this future than is Drum, certainly, but my main point has to do with how significantly the idea of the future perfect, as defined by the relationship between science/technology and humanity can shift, even in a few decades, and how ideas about the meaning attached to size may wobble as well. For many, consumerism and industrialization kill rather than coddle. The future perfect looks different in an age of increasingly sophisticated artificial intelligence, globalization, dramatic climate change, the ever-widening gulf between the haves and have-nots, and nanotechnology in which the greatest power attaches to the tiny rather than the large.

Whether relating to the body itself or to the “body scientific,” the future perfect is a search for stability: the giant robot body never forgets, never tires, never dies. The future scientifically and industrially perfected world promised by the world-of-progress expositions never betrays humanity by war, or economic depression or genocide. Alluring and elusive, like most fantasies, I suppose, the quest for the future perfect must fail given that as humans we are “programmed” to be curious, to adapt, to learn, and to communicate. That is, the future perfect promises only that the fulfillment, the completion, of our actions is always in the future. Mid-century children’s culture, however—literature, games, organizations, and entertainments—provided a creative space for the expression of this kind of fantasy through the giant robot and through the union between smart boys and smart machines. And it continues today in Robot City Adventures, a series of graphic novels for pre-teens by Paul Collicutt (2009—) about a future world in which enormous robots and humans live in harmony. The first novel in the series, City in Peril!, features the heroic Curtis, a gigantic sentient coastguard robot that cleans up a devastating oil leak, saves the city and protects marine life. Ultimately, Curtis works to ensure peaceful relations between the different species. A man reading the Robot City Herald newspaper article about Curtis says about him, “What a hero. He’s still out there [in the sea] leading the cleanup and negotiating with the sea creatures.’ ”67 Collicutt imagines a future perfect world in which human and giant robot are equal partners in improving life on earth. Similarly, some forty years earlier, in Hughes’s tale the robot’s power and the masculine prerogatives of science, machinery, and domination give way before organic and natural artistry, suggesting a new harmonic utopia for the world in which science and masculinity combine in a way that does not promote industrial and capitalist values over humanitarian/ecological ones. Future perfect, indeed.

Where else outside of children’s books might we find a competing version of a future perfect world successfully conceptualized and communicated through a giant body? While, as this chapter discusses, the masculine giant robot has functioned as an avatar of industrial, technological, martial, and commercial “progress,” another giant being—conceived, by contrast, as female—represents a different kind of progress: one that is an emotional, powerfully feminine ideal. To find this giant we may look no further than New York Harbor and the iconic “Statue of Liberty Enlightening the World,” given by France to the United States in 1886. Once again, size and scale make arguments about how we understand our relationship to others. Lady Liberty’s great height, 93 meters from the pedestal foundation to the tip of her torch, symbolizes many things, among them the significance of her message to humankind, the uniqueness of France’s gift to America and the vastness of the effort required to fund and build the statue. Culturally constructed and mutable, the meanings attached to Miss Liberty have changed over time from a statement on democracy and freedom intended by abolitionist Édouard de Laboulaye, the statue’s prime mover, to a more particular focus on welcoming immigrants, as the 1883 Emma Lazarus poem imagines. Yet, in every case, the hope of a “future perfect” that Lady Liberty in all of her majesty represents is driven by faith in the human virtues of caritas and humilitas. Lazarus’s poem, “The New Colossus,” engraved on a bronze plaque and mounted inside the statue in 1903, explicitly contrasts the monumentality of the “mighty woman with a torch” with that of the Colossus of Rhodes, and celebrates the welcoming, light-bearing American “Mother of Exiles” over the martial “brazen giant of Greek fame.”

Certainly, there are other enormous statues that symbolize noble ideals and abstract notions; the ancient Giant Buddha of Leshan and Christ the Redeemer come to mind immediately. Lady Liberty is different insofar as she functions within a political and worldly sphere. The Statue of Liberty stands for America and literally stands tall for the American ideals of “world-wide welcome,” in Lazarus’s words, and the right to live free of oppression. In the aftermath of an historic election in which a captain of industry (one way to describe Donald J. Trump) repeatedly vows he will build a wall to separate the United States from Mexico, delivers executive orders targeting travelers from some majority Muslim nations, and flirts with the idea of a registry for American Muslims and Syrian refugees, we need the giant matriarch more than ever as a secular figure of faith in humanity in this life and on this earth.

Although it remains to be seen at the time of writing the degree to which the “feminine” qualities of succor and hospitality—and I acknowledge both the useful as well as the reductive nature of typing them as such—may be downgraded or dismissed in “Trump’s America,” it is my deep desire, along with so many others, that we retrain our focus on the giant statue’s guiding light and the deep darkness it dispels. A giant anthropomorphized lighthouse, Lady Liberty has offered safe harbor to millions over the decades. But for all of her size and strength and symbolic power, she remains a figurehead. Let us see her anew, rescue her from becoming a footnote in American history, and re-dedicate Liberty for all.


Chapter 6

THE OBESE GIRL

As I discussed in the previous chapter about male robots, we expect our giants to be masculine. Of course, as the example of the Statue of Liberty demonstrates, giants are not necessarily men, or even male, but since great size suggests masculine qualities—power, strength, aggression, and dominance—the link between the giant and masculinity seems especially strong. Indeed, according to Of Giants by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “. . . the giant is encountered in the performance of a masculinity as necessary as it is obscene.”1 The fact that the masculine giant meets expectations, as it were, offers a kind of reassurance, even if the giant is frightening or disturbing. Yet, the same cannot be said about most female giants. A disconnect exists between the tenets of femininity and the features of giganticism. The female giant, when we find her at all, is overlaid with the characteristics of power and strength in addition to great size. She thus functions mostly outside of conventional femininity which tends toward softness, fragility, compassion, and delicacy. In addition, the female giant may well display a ferocious maternal instinct or a rapacious sexuality. Whether a big mother or a big lover, the female giant is likely to be very, very scary indeed.

Given that these scary female giants threaten disorder and confusion at every turn, they—along with some of the other figures discussed in preceding chapters such as homunculi, dwarfs, and pygmies—may be typed as “monsters,” beings that, to borrow David Skal’s useful phrasing, function as “supreme paradoxes, dreamlike constructions that attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable.”2 The female giant, like other monsters, is a boundary-crosser, uniting male and female, human and extra-human, familiar and strange.

In this chapter I am interested in exploring the fears, anxieties, taboos, and powers that attach to the figure of the female giant. How does the clash between femininity and giganticism play out in children’s literature, gender ideologies, and culture—both high and popular—more generally? In particular, this chapter discusses how the female giant has been typed as monstrous or grotesque, and links this trope specifically to the obese female. In defining the “monstrous” Asa Simon Mittman asserts, “above all, the monstrous is that which . . . calls into question our (their, anyone’s) epistemological worldview, highlights its fragmentary and inadequate nature, and thereby asks us . . . to acknowledge the failures of our systems of categorization.”3 In this chapter I argue that the obese female represents one such failure of categorization—the obese female body as monstrous—which reveals our inability to reconcile femininity with giganticism. Ultimately, reading the obese female body requires reading ourselves. That is, by interrogating our responses to big size and the female gender, we throw cultural biases and prejudices about the obese female into high relief. Indeed, Sander Gilman asserts, “the study of obesity in its cultural and social contexts provides a wide range of interlocking questions about the cultural construction of the body.”4 This chapter will raise and attempt to answer some of these questions as they relate to gender and giganticism, in particular.

Using the term “obese” to describe fat individuals in life and in literature itself suggests one bias: the label “obese” (defined medically as a BMI over 30), imposes, according to Abigail C. Saguy in What’s Wrong with Fat?, a “medical frame” implying that “fat bodies are pathological.”5 Thinking about the female giant offers us one way to understand how the obese are constructed and treated. As we have seen with the figure of the pygmy, race and class add to the complexity and otherness of the female giant.

Although not as prevalent as miniatures, female giants populate literary genres ranging from the tall tale to the contemporary YA novel. We may read an interesting and even radical history of the female giant through both genres. Recent picture books have recast the tall tale to feature female protagonists and have reimagined the typically misogynistic genre as female empowering. We may also discern in recent YA literature attempts to rewrite the “tragedy” of the obese girl, a figure who is easily found in earlier books for youth as a sidekick to the main character.6 However, even this secondary role seemed to disappear for the fat girl as she became invisible in late twentieth-century books for teens, not considered worthy of a story at all. The chapter will also consider examples of real-life obese girls who have become objects of fascination, resulting in media-documented lives. When the very big female body is interpreted not as, or not only as, too much, but also as too little, then the giant’s bulk becomes ever more threatening, ever more strange, to those of ordinary size. As Kathleen LeBesco and Jana Evans Braziel note, in psychological discourses fat is often coded as symptomatic of both excess and lack: “Fat equals reckless excess, prodigality, indulgence, lack of restraint, violation of order and space, transgression of boundary.”7 How might the woman giant or the obese girl ever transcend the taboos that great size represents for the female in western culture?

Gender and the Giant in the Tall Tale and Youth Literature

Akin to the traditions of fable and legend, American tall tales are typically stories of men of great deeds and great size told with comic exaggeration. Some male figures in the American tall tale tradition include Paul Bunyan, the giant lumberjack and owner of Babe, the Blue Ox; African-American John Henry, noted for his superhuman steel-driving strength; and Pecos Bill, the towering, rough-riding cowboy.8 Although tall tale literature appears in other cultures, the literary tall tale, which flourished in America from approximately 1831 until 1860, is particularly well suited to the large land mass that was becoming America in the nineteenth century and to those who colonized it.9 As Carol S. Brown explains, “From almost the beginning, the incomprehensible vastness of the continent, the extraordinary fertility of the land, and the variety of natural peculiarities inspired a humor of extravagance and exaggeration, while the American’s need to affirm the value of a culture in many ways independent of European refinements, constraints, and mores engendered a humor that was clubby, exclusive. The vast difference among America’s geographic sections, too, gave impetus to comic exaggeration.”10

While blatant misogyny characterizes aspects of this comic exaggeration, a few stories feature the exploits of strong women.11 Annie Christmas, for example, the gigantic, New Orleans riverwoman, was

two hundred and fifty pounds, stood six-foot-eight barefooted, wore the largest and most beautifully curled mustache along the entire river, and was more powerful than any riverman who ever lived. Annie Christmas could carry three barrels of flour at once, one balanced on her head and one under each arm. When the river got high one spring and was about to flood the country above New Orleans, Annie Christmas prevented the disaster by throwing up a new and higher levee all by herself in one day . . . .12

In some versions of the folk ballad of the larger-than-life African-American hero John Henry, his wife Polly Ann drives steel “just like a man.”

In contemporary reimagined tall tales for children that feature female characters, the gigantic female body is recast as a metaphor for fortitude, pluck, cleverness, and care-taking.13 Anne Isaacs and Paul O. Zelinsky’s Swamp Angel (1994) and its sequel Dust Devil (2010) add to the tall tale tradition in just this way. Both picture books revise the typical plot by featuring the achievements of a frontier woman. By employing the humorous techniques of the tall tale, Swamp Angel and Dust Devil comment on gender biases found in that genre of American literature, and recuperate the gigantic female body as positive. Certainly, white men were not the only people struggling on the American plains or in the West, and Swamp Angel and Dust Devil highlight both the gender-bending and the traditional women’s crafts in which Angelica Longrider, the title character, participates. In her first book, the gigantic Angelica, “second to none in buckskin bravery,” harnesses rain clouds to put out a flaming cabin, catches a river in her apron to divert it from a settlement, and plucks a wagon train out of Dejection Swamp to save the settlers attempting to cross.

At the same time, she cooks and knits and wears homespun dresses. Trouble comes to the Tennessee wilderness in the form of an enormous black bear, Thundering Tarnation, who terrorizes the settlers. Angelica enters the competition to fight the bear and win his enormous pelt. Some of the male daredevils scoff at her desire to join in: “ ‘Hey Angel! Shouldn’t you be home, mending a quilt?’ ” but she retorts, “Says she, ‘Quiltin’ is men’s work!’ ‘Well, how about baking a pie, Angel?’ ‘I aim to,’ says she. ‘A bear pie.’ Their hoots and taunts didn’t stop Swamp Angel from signing up and setting out to find that bear.” After the men are all defeated, Angel finds the bear and fights it for three days, lassoing it with a tornado, drinking up an entire lake, and creating the Great Smoky Mountains along the way. When the bear is finally vanquished after Swamp Angel snores down “one last tree,” the entire settlement has a party to eat the bear and dance. Swamp Angel decides to move to Montana where there would be room for her bear pelt and creates the Shortgrass Prairie by laying it at the front of her cabin door.14 The Swamp Angel’s enormous bare feet—no dainty toes here—sturdy legs, and wide, wide smile placed against the dramatic setting of the looming Tennessee hills, tall forests, and expansive sky focus attention on her appropriateness for the setting of “open” America, land of opportunity for the risk-taker. Angelica Longrider is part of the exaggeration that is Nature itself. In each spread of the picture book, Swamp Angel’s great size and strength are celebrated as honorable and appropriate, not to be feared or hidden, but enjoyed. The text and award-winning illustrations—Swamp Angel was named a Caldecott Honor Book—are filled with references to early nineteenth-century backwoods American life. Each full-page illustration is painted on the smooth and varnished hardwoods of the Tennessee forests. A bald eagle, America’s national symbol since 1782, appears on every page. In both picture books, giant woman and giant nature/nation coalesce to create a seamless, comic narrative of origin and adventure informed by a flexible gender ideology that combines traditional female tropes—angel, domestic worker—with male-order plots about feats of skill and conquest.

In the contemporary landscape, we may locate triumphant narratives of skill, competition, nation, and size beyond the female tall tale within the worlds of sports. There we find both “miniatures” and “giants.” The tiny gymnasts steal the limelight every four years at the Summer Olympic Games as they dazzle spectators by reaching new heights in athletic technique, event difficulty and daring while wearing dramatic makeup and sparkly costumes. These athletes are prized for their small size and childlike bodies (many of the top gymnasts are actually youth in their teens). Overwhelmingly, however, the sports arena is the realm of the giant and many of today’s American female heroes are very tall athletes such as the Williams sisters (tennis) and Kerri Walsh Jennings (beach volleyball), each of whom has dominated her sport for years. The successes and power of these “giants” may help to transform the aspirational woman’s body from small to “big.”15

As Swamp Angel and many other examples from literature, popular culture and even the sporting world attest, issues of gender, identity, and sexuality are as important in theorizing the gigantic as they are in understanding the functions of the miniature. As I suggest in the opening to this chapter, although there are exceptions, most gigantic figures in literature and popular culture are male. The miniature, too, is often male (although troped as female), which may have to do with the adventuring spirit that informs many characters whose size is exaggerated—whether large or small. In chapter four I discussed the “double miniaturization” that occurs in Lynne Reid Banks’s The Indian in the Cupboard: the presence of Bright Stars, the Native American female miniature, defies the book’s internal logic as she has no history and is seemingly conjured solely in her capacity as Little Bear’s wife and sexual partner. For those adults reading children’s literature in which miniatures abound, it is certainly more comforting to find that miniatures are generally sexless, prepubescent—like dolls with effaced sexual anatomy. Miniatures often function as analogues of children in children’s books, and ignoring the discomfiting fact of childhood sexuality is commonplace in this literature. It may feel similarly uncomfortable to confront the issue of the sexuality of the gigantic. In contemporary YA literature, the cultural constructions of fat and femininity are thrown into high relief when we compare obese male and female characters and their characterizations.

To return to the giant: the large body of the giant points ineluctably to the issue of appetite, one aspect of which is sexual appetite. Both cannibalism and various forms of sexual expression—in many contexts children’s sexuality and certainly sexual predation by adults against children—are considered taboo. Part of the fear of the gigantic is the fear of being eaten by a large, overpowering other. The fear of being consumed can be conquered by defeating the unlawful eater. However, the revulsion at the giant taboo eater—and the suggestion of a sexual lust that accompanies it—is not always so simply negotiated. As Carolyn Daniel argues in Voracious Children, her book about children and eating in children’s literature, “One of the most fundamental cultural messages that children have to learn concerns how to eat correctly, that is, to put it simply, what to eat and what not to eat or who eats whom.”16

Giant taboo eaters abound in children’s and young adult books. The “giant” is often an overweight child or teen, and the character’s excessive appetite is generally emotional (leading to physical hunger), rather than sexual. In realistic children’s books, unlawful eating for girls and boys tends to be overeating. Robert Lipsyte’s One Fat Summer (1977), set in 1952, introduces the insecure and emotionally fragile fourteen-year-old, 200-pound, Bobby Marks, who gains self-confidence and a mature perspective on human nature after spending the summer doing lawn work for an abusive and cheap employer. As Bobby interacts with others around him who espouse competing notions of manhood, he learns that “being a man” is more than taking risks off the high dive, or physical domination. He begins to see the sadness and fear behind others’ actions—even those who hurt and humiliate him. Bobby loses weight and is proud of himself for the achievement. In response to a request for fair wages for his efforts, Bobby’s formerly intimidating employer tells him that he should pay him instead: “ ‘I’ve watched you change from a miserable fat boy into a fairly presentable young man. On my lawn. On my time.’ ” Bobby replies, “ ‘You didn’t do it, Dr. Kahn. I did it.’ ”17 Bobby’s new voice emerges organically with his altered physique.18 One Fat Summer has withstood the test of time, remaining in print, and, although out of date in some ways (in these days of body-building and steroid use among teens, 200 pounds does not necessarily signal obesity), the book skillfully negotiates both identity and body image issues by focusing on masculinity.

While One Fat Summer is a YA novel about physical transformation informing identity work, typically in children’s pop culture, especially that which is aimed at boy readers and viewers, fat is not necessarily a problem to be solved or an “issue” in the text, film, or television episode. In any group of child characters (whether in books or in visual media), there is often a “fat kid,” generally not the protagonist, who is part of the gang. In YA books, solving a different problem—low self-esteem, a dysfunctional family—“cures” the teen (or child) of being overweight, or the overweight character “balances” the needs of other characters by offering contrast. In Kimberly Willis Holt’s When Zachary Beaver Came to Town (1999) set in Texas during the Vietnam War era, an obese boy—who “performs” as a sideshow exhibit freak—is the foil against which Toby, the thirteen-year-old first-person narrator, comes to terms with his mother’s departure and the death of his closest friend’s brother in Vietnam. Toby describes Zachary as “the size of a two-man pup tent. His short black hair tops his huge moon face like a snug cap that’s two sizes too small. His skin is pale as buttermilk, and his hazel eyes are practically lost in his puffy cheeks.”19 As this objectifying description anticipates, Zachary Beaver never actually becomes a fully developed character in the novel (though he begins to make friends with a few of the boys in town). His primary literary function is to provide a distracting project for Toby, the implementation of which helps Toby to begin to grow up: ensconced in a trailer and abandoned in Antler, Texas, the orphaned obese boy is seemingly trapped, but Toby and his friend Cal concoct a plan to extricate him. After a complicated set of moves, Zachary Beaver is transported to a local lake and then baptized.

Toby’s reactions to Zachary overshadow the character himself, whose feelings and motivations are rarely described: “Zachary smiles, and I wonder if he’s feeling different. Because standing out here waist deep in Gossimer Lake, next to my best friend [Cal], I’m feeling different—light and good and maybe even holy.”20 Zachary merely smiles enigmatically in response to the baptism he does not request. His physical “imprisonment” in his fat body contrasts with Toby’s “entrapment” in despair and abandonment; “releasing” the gigantic, heavy, Zachary (en)lightens Toby. Something momentous needs to happen to Toby to propel him forward emotionally. Zachary’s giant body serves as that large something.

The gigantic body often appears inscrutable, “blank” and in need of an overlay of external interpretation, a label. Toby’s relief and release is directly related to his wordless relationship to Zachary’s giganticism. Another example of the giant as tabula rasa may be found in Brad Bird’s animated film version of Ted Hughes’s The Iron Giant (1999), mentioned earlier in this study. The seemingly unknowable and threatening Iron Giant is called a “gun” and then designated a national security threat by the American government that seeks to destroy it. In When Zachary Beaver Came to Town, the obese boy’s body is reconfigured from sideshow curiosity to feel-good exercise for characters who use him as “growth” potential in their own searches for clarity and understanding.

If self-labeled or accepted by a wider community, however, the obese male body, in particular, can become the focus of positive activity and strength. Ignored by his New York City junior high school classmates, musical prodigy Junior Brown, in Virginia Hamilton’s The Planet of Junior Brown (1971), falls through the cracks: “With his talent, Junior should have been given all the care he needed. But so fat, so awful to look at.”21 When out in the world, the 300-pound Junior Brown worries that everyone “shrinks” from him and he becomes more and more alienated, lonely and defined by his fears.22 Surrounded by people who fail to see the person behind the talent or the fat, Junior becomes so insular and his fantasies so real that his sanity is threatened. Yet, his “label” is changed through his acceptance by a group of homeless boys whose interdependence creates a new home, a new “planet of Junior Brown.”

Also set in New York, a more recent contemporary YA American novel than The Planet of Junior Brown, K. L. Going’s Fat Kid Rules the World (2003), similarly confronts the fears of exposure and ridicule that the overweight male teen faces. Fat Kid features a seventeen-year-old obese boy, Troy Billings. Through music and a challenging friendship with a Kurt-Cobain-like figure, Troy’s powerful feelings of despair and self-hatred are transformed—with difficulty and humiliation along the way—into attitudes of defiance and joy. As the book opens, 296-pound Troy seriously contemplates committing suicide by jumping in front of a commuter train, but he worries that his death, too, would be considered a joke: “Like it or not, there’s something funny about fat people. Something unpredictable. Like when I put on my jacket and everyone in the hallway stifles laughter. . . . I don’t get angry. I just think, What was funny about that? Did my butt jiggle? Did I make the bench creak so that it sounded like a fart?”23 By the book’s conclusion, Troy reclaims the self-applied label of “Fat Kid” and uses it proudly. He hasn’t lost any weight but he gains a voice as a grunge, punk-rock drummer: “I slide in behind the drum set and let my huge ass sprawl over the chair. I’m the poster boy for obese drummers and I know I look funny. I lift my arms high above my head and hold them there, flesh dangling, waiting for Curt’s signal. . . . Then my arms are crashing down and for the first time, live and in public, the drumsticks snap against the skins.”24 After sizing Troy up, Curt announces to his rocker friends that the overweight teen has “mass appeal,” positively reassessing Troy’s physical stature as both influential and desirable.25

Musical skill and sensitivity is often offered as a kind of counterweight to obesity in YA novels whether the protagonist is male or female. Indeed, many novels seem to suggest, if you are going to be morbidly obese, you’d better also be prodigiously talented. Butter by Erin Jade Lange (2012) shares many qualities with Fat Kid Rules the World and other novels featuring obese males: scenes of humiliation, a flirtation with suicide, musical talent and deep self-hatred. Butter, nicknamed for a stick of butter he was forced to eat, weighs 423 pounds and binge-eats. Nearly anonymous at school, Butter’s engaging personality and musical abilities emerge only in hiding: he charms a beautiful classmate, Anna, through internet chatting (never revealing himself) and plays the saxophone in his room. Anna, an alpha-girl, falls in love with Butter online and Butter rashly agrees to meet her on New Year’s Eve. Butter’s desperation at what he believes will be the inevitable result of this meeting, coupled with his despair and loneliness, lead him to hatch a plan that will solve his problems: suicide by overeating. Butter’s website, butterslastmeal.com, is an instant hit and he becomes a celebrity with the popular kids.

Somewhat problematically, the novel becomes a “how-to” manual for bad choices likely to cause serious harm. Butter is a type 2 diabetic and insulin-dependent. After weeks of his new-found popularity, the night of his suicide arrives and after Anna discovers to her horror that her internet boyfriend is Butter and that he had been lying to her, Butter feels he can’t back down from his pledge to commit suicide. He begins by overdosing on insulin and then binge-eats enormous quantities of food, including strawberries; the last act he knows will cause a severe allergic reaction. On a live feed, the high schoolers watch him overeat and fall into a diabetic coma. Anna calls the police and he is rescued and admitted to the hospital’s intensive care unit and later psychiatric ward. Although Butter’s “friends” all disappear, Anna remains. She visits him in the hospital and seems willing to get to know him. Along the way, Butter’s dread had been so great as the night of his suicide approached that once hospitalized he finds he has lost 50 pounds without feeling hungry.

What may we observe from these novels featuring male protagonists? For one thing, obese characters are getting larger and larger, and becoming a “normal” weight is not a goal by the novels’ conclusions. And what are we to take from these novels? One message seems to be that self-acceptance breeds choices. Butter felt he had no choice but to kill himself, but after his suicide attempt and stunning realization—“when it came down to making a decision between life and death, it was my own mistakes that had pushed me over the edge. . . . In the end, I was my own biggest disappointment”—choices multiplied.26 Butter’s parents are willing to move to another state to enable him to finish high school at an institution for the obese; his music teacher has gotten him an interview with a musician at Juilliard who could recommend him for an audition. Friendship and community can come for Junior Brown, Troy, and Butter only when they share themselves with others. In these YA novels featuring “giant” male characters, the obese male body is allowed to take up space, to be embraced as comedic, as unique and talented.

By contrast, shame and disgust typically characterize the literary gigantic female body. The cultural anxieties that attend the gigantic female’s excessive body and appetite are expressed especially pointedly in literature for girls. Although, as I have outlined above, the gigantic is the repository of collective anxieties writ large, there is a particular concern that attends the “gigantic” female.27 Gigantic females with unnatural appetites perform a specific cultural disorder. The rapacious folktale mother-figure threatens familial organization by attempting to remove the younger generation. By committing acts of infanticide, real-life mothers, such as Susan Smith and Andrea Yates, are sensationalized as “giants” of monstrosity. We can include the Fat Woman in this sisterhood of abhorred giants, although her “crime” is contained to her own body. Or is it? Mary Russo comments that, “as a certain kind of bodily enactment, the Fat Woman has been an important figure of spectacularized womanhood in the West since the nineteenth century.”28 Like other unusual bodies determined by size and shape, the obese female is always a spectacle and seemingly always public.

The fat female remains open for interpretation and degradation not only because she is highly visible, but also because she is easily constructed as deviant. Nita Mary McKinley explains this construction by unpacking how “ideal weight” (the first American ideal weight charts were published in 1942 and 1943, for men and women, respectively) became identified as “normal weight.” Thus, McKinley argues, “Rather than being normally distributed as other attributes, such as height, ‘normal weight’ is ‘ideal weight.’ Those whose weights vary even slightly from ideal are deviant.”29 In failing to participate in the economy of (male) desire, the exaggerated and excessive female body exists outside of this system of exchange and receives little but loathing and disgust from the community: twenty-first-century western culture is female-fat-phobic. Amy Erdman Farrell argues in Fat Shame: Stigma and the Fat Body in American Culture, that “fatness continues to be such a powerful, easily understood marker of the ‘fallen body’ that it can be drawn as effortlessly to portray the upward and downward mobility of a large cast of characters.”30

Although the social as well as personal problems that accompany obesity–often metaphorized as monstrosity—are present in fiction featuring boys (as I discuss above), they have emerged as especially popular topics in YA fiction specifically targeted for a female audience. In these texts, obese females, I argue, function as “monsters of prohibition,” to use Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s phrase. The “monster of prohibition,” Cohen contends, “exists to demarcate the bonds that hold together that system of relations we call culture, to call horrid attention to the borders that cannot—must not—be crossed.”31 It is because the overweight female functions as such a feared monster that she appears in twentieth- and twenty-first-century young adult literature either as a destabilizing figure or as one who is self-consciously rehabilitated—rather like the previously marginalized or invisible “ethnic kid” whose stories are now told with greater frequency in children’s and young adult books.32

Akin to Fat Kid and Butter, The Earth, My Butt, and Other Big Round Things (2003) by Carolyn Mackler uses comedy and an engaging first-person narrative voice, that of 15-year old Virginia Shreves (another New Yorker) to explore the anxieties of an overweight teen trapped in a “perfect” family. Virginia’s insecurities are compounded by the competence and attractiveness of her family members: she has a skinny older sister in the Peace Corps, a handsome, smart, and popular older brother at Columbia, and athletic, accomplished, and wealthy parents. Virginia’s weight is a nagging problem that overshadows, at first, the personal and social troubles that the outwardly happy and well-adjusted family only seem not to have. Virginia is devastated to learn that her beloved brother date-raped a college classmate and that her parents are primarily concerned with avoiding scandal rather than with acknowledging the criminal nature of their son’s abusive behavior. Ultimately, Virginia’s solution to her low self-esteem, alienation, and confusion is self-expression through body piercing, hair dyeing and wearing stylish shape-revealing clothes. By developing her body’s strength and agility via kick-boxing classes, she begins to formulate a healthy body image (she had flirted with disordered eating when trying to lose weight). These responses are very twenty-first-century, teen magazine do-as-I-say-not-as-I-look solutions. Yet, to be fat remains a problem for girls in teen fiction. Fat can be rehabilitated, however, as one more “non-traditional” and thus empowering choice if it is coupled with self-expression such as wearing body art, performing rock music or, in My Earth, writing a zine that fosters not only communication but also social interaction among the outcast kids who create it. In this way, My Earth participates in “fat acceptance,” a cultural movement similar to the anti-discrimination movements that focus on race, age, gender, and sexuality.33 Fat acceptance, many argue, is a civil right.34

The overall starting premise of the fiction I have been discussing is that it is not acceptable for teenagers to be fat—though, in life, many of them are. And even when this premise is challenged and the youth protagonists practice self-acceptance by the novels’ conclusions, this acceptance is achieved in spite of being fat. In her overview of late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century YA novels about obesity (many of them discussed here), Catherine S. Quick comments that fat acceptance must be viewed within the overall context that “Thin is still represented as the absolute ideal for body image, and the fat person, although willing to accept fat as integral to identity, undoubtedly prefers thin.”35 Much of the fear and hatred of the fat female body expressed in YA fiction comes from self-loathing (a quality seen in novels focused on male protagonists, too, but perhaps not to the same degree. While Butter, for example, attempts suicide out of desperation informed by his fear of rejection, he has the self-confidence to initiate and sustain an intimate relationship with a desirable girl).

What might change the narrative of helplessness in the face of fat? One road, as discussed, is fat acceptance. Another is bariatric surgery, a medical intervention for morbid obesity not widely available for minor patients, yet growing in popularity.36 While there are few studies currently that track bariatric surgery for teens, a 2007 report indicated that from 2000 to 2003, operations rose to about 800, a tripling from three years prior.37 As fiction inevitably follows social reality, it is not surprising to find that bariatric surgery is now a topic in YA literature confronting the “social problem” of obesity. Donna Cooner’s Skinny reimagines the Cinderella tale through the life of her fictional main character, obese fifteen-year-old Ever Davies. She has thin and beautiful stepsisters (although the younger stepsister, Briella, is perhaps misunderstood); enjoys a “transformation” into popularity and prettiness via her weight loss after surgery and the makeover she receives at the hands of a popular girl; attends the “ball” (a high school dance); and “Rat,” an intelligent and loyal friend, falls in love with her. Most importantly, Ever gains the self-confidence to try out for the school musical—she has a stupendous singing voice—earns the lead in “Cinderella” and learns that her Prince Charming had loved her even when she weighed 302 pounds. However, Ever isn’t able to sing or to see the humanity and vulnerability of others or even to recognize the lovable qualities of her “Rat” until she loses more than 100 pounds. It’s difficult not to read the book as equating lost weight with emotional gains.

It’s also difficult not to see bariatric surgery for youth as an extreme measure that owes as much to fat hatred as it does to concerns for health and wellness given that the recipient’s digestive tract is changed forever and that there are other means by which significant weight loss may be achieved, namely lifestyle changes. Is there a danger that bariatic surgery may become a kind of plastic surgery marketed to ever younger patients? Might Skinny present one form of marketing? The accuracy of such marketing is one area in which Skinny slips a bit, perhaps for obvious reasons having to do with pacing. Teens undergoing bariatric surgery must take part in intensive counseling over many months. However, in the novel, Ever attends one quick meeting with a doctor in which her father gives permission for the surgery and one group counseling session and dietary education session before the operation is scheduled a mere few weeks later. While Ever’s steady and dramatic weight loss is tracked by a chart indicating her weight, exercise, and “playlist” (how she’s feeling) week by week, her transformation and the many wonderful consequences her weight loss brings seem to happen quickly. In the novel’s acknowledgments, Donna Cooner relates her own positive experience with gastric bypass surgery, but admits that “it wasn’t a magic wand.”38 And yet, in the novel, weight loss due to the operation works a kind of magic on Ever’s life. By the novel’s end, although Ever is still overweight, she has lost 117 pounds, beaten back the negative voice inside her head (the “Skinny” of the title) and achieved everything she has ever wanted—a happier family life, a boyfriend, friends and community, self-confidence and an audience eager to hear her sing.

Cherie Bennett’s Life in the Fat Lane (1998) similarly obsesses about numbers on the scale and features a teen with musical talents and problems with her weight—but with an interesting twist. Although the book was published some years ago, the creative way Bennett approaches identity and body size keeps the novel current. The book opens at chapter 118: sixteen-year-old Lara Ardeche’s weight. Each chapter is titled as a number: Lara’s weight as it climbs over a year’s time from her perfect homecoming queen 118 pounds to a high of 218 (also called “the end” although the book has not concluded at that point). Lara’s “journey” through obesity instigates painful moments of self-knowledge and recognition that are consistently related to her struggles with weight gain.39 The novel confronts the fetishization of “ideal weight” in the context of female coming-of-age fiction.

Lest we think that this weight fixation is the sole province of teen fiction, recall Helen Fielding’s hugely successful novel for adults, Bridget Jones’s Diary (1996), a relatively early example of the genre now known as “chick lit.” The obsessed and shallow American high school characters have nothing on the frantic singletons of Fielding’s 1990s-era London who, as the character Bridget Jones exemplifies, organize their lives and emotional states around the number on the bathroom scale. Bennett’s chapters, which begin by recording Lara’s weight—her most important feature—resemble Bridget’s style of diary entry that catalogue her drinks intake, calories consumed, cigarettes smoked, and up-to-the-minute weight. Fielding’s work is certainly comic, but the extreme popularity of the book demonstrates that its concerns also resonate with many women past the teen years. Bridget frets: “Sometimes I wonder what I would be like if left to revert to nature—with a full beard and handlebar moustache on each shin, Dennis [sic] Healey eyebrows, face a graveyard of dead skin cells, spots erupting, long curly fingernails like Struwwelpeter . . . flabby body flobbering around. Ugh. Ugh. Is it any wonder girls have no confidence?”40 The horror that Lara feels as her weight balloons is starkly communicated through ever-increasing numbers and without the Fieldingesque humor that might mitigate the seriousness of her distress. In Fat: A Fate Worse Than Death? Ruth Raymond Thone quotes a survey of American women that asked what one thing they would change in their lives if able, and more than half responded that they wanted to lose weight. Girls, aged 11 to 17, given a choice of three wishes, overwhelmingly chose losing weight as their first wish.41 Weight obsession is a feminist issue. McKinley argues that “working to achieve and maintain ideal weight keeps women focused on their bodies and reinforces the construction of women as primarily bodies. At the same time, while women’s attention is focused inward, they presumably will not be focused on challenging external constraints to their lives.”42

Life in the Fat Lane takes a hard look at the gendered social disease of fat-phobia and relates obesity—quite explicitly—with monstrosity. While Lara is still beauty-queen thin, she aids the hapless Patty Asher—”by far the fattest girl in our class”43—in drying her prom dress; at the same time, she also thinks to herself, “Although she had beautiful long brown hair, her brown eyes, which might have been pretty, were sunken under twin cushions of fat. . . . Her shoulders, which weren’t all that broad, blossomed into a huge bosom. Below that, her waist exploded into an inner tube of fat, which sat on top of an even huger role of flesh.”44 And yet, as Lara continues, inexplicably, to put on pounds, the tables are turned and she thinks of herself as looking like a monster and begins to feel like one, as well: “With every pound I gained, I was filled with an ever growing, impotent rage. Some monster was swelling up inside me, making me get fatter and fatter. I had to force myself to be nice, sweet, good Lara, when actually I felt like this ugly, angry, hideous monster-Lara.”45 In her sleep she has nightmares that she has become a Godzilla-like, giant creature frightening everyone she meets: “I had turned into a huge, hideous monster, and people were running from me, screaming in fear.”46 The folklore characters of giant and miniature are brought out and compared, with preference given to the small: the girls in her new high school cruelly call Lara “Jolly Green Giant” when she first wears her gymsuit on the basketball court.47 And a young child in an actual 20/20 television segment quoted in the novel laments, “ ‘I wish I could shrink, . . . I would rather be Thumbelina.’ ”48 In fact Lara does transform into the stock, fairy-tale giant who is ugly both on the outside and on the inside. She “falls” from beauty into ugliness, from composure to rage, from “niceness” to bitchiness, and from self-censure to brutal honesty—all as a result of her mysterious gain of 100 pounds.

This exaggerated, unrelenting weight gain—finally explained by a (fictitious) rare metabolic disease called Axell-Crowne (a kind of pseudo, adult-onset Prader-Willi Syndrome49)—spotlights Lara’s character, her family members, and society at large. Along the way of exploring the issues of fat, self-esteem, and beauty, the book—rather like The Earth, My Butt and Other Big Round Things—explodes the myth of the “perfect” teen and the perfect family: the father loses interest in his wife, expects his children to be flawless in all ways, and conducts a long-standing affair; the mother is a pathetic former beauty queen who smothers her husband emotionally, smokes to stay thin, begins to abuse drugs and alcohol, considers sharing her husband with his mistress in order to stay married to him, and sees her daughter’s medical and emotional problems as issues of self-control and finding the right diet; the brother rejects the phoniness of the rest of his family yet cannot accept the changes in his sister’s appearance from thin to fat. On her “journey of fat,” Lara learns first-hand about self-loathing, the cruelty of thin America, and the erasure that occurs when you don’t fit into conventional ideas of beauty (Lara thinks to herself, “It was the ultimate irony—I had become both huge and invisible”).50 She also learns to scrutinize her own past failings and to make friends who do not judge her on her appearance. Although she is pageant-trained (“Beauty queens are friendly, controlled, sweet, and soft-spoken at all times”51—perhaps as a result of her pageant training and poor parenting—until she is fat herself, Lara does not recognize that her responses to other girls who do not share her gift of outward beauty are patronizing, shallow, and ultimately belittling. This realization of her own responsibility to others—and a dawning sense that her previous life was flawed—lead Lara to accept the fact that she is not perfect but is going to be “okay” even if she is unable to return to her previous weight. The last image of the book is Lara rolling over in bed—bedsprings creaking under her weight—with “a happy-sad-cool-hot-classical-jazz–angry–peaceful–thin–girl–fat–girl smile on [her] lips.”52

The novel does not try to resolve the social fat-phobia that informs Lara’s self-hatred, the disapproval she receives from adults, and the incessant insults and teasing she suffers from peers. As Lara says with resignation, “ ‘If you ask a thin girl with no talent or brains if she’d rather be her or you, she’ll pick her. Skinny girls who chain-smoke four packs of cigarettes a day would rather get lung cancer than get fat. Being fat is the worst thing in the world. Everyone knows it. So no matter what you say, the world wins. And [fat girls] lose.’ ”53 It would have been highly unrealistic for Bennett to have included some kind of social readjustment to obesity at the novel’s conclusion; the reality of the fear and hatred of the gigantic female body retains its cultural power within—and without—the text.54

Visual and News Media Narratives of the Giant Girl

There is almost nothing in fiction that real life can’t top for tragedy, comedy, coincidence, or sheer weirdness. A living Lara Ardeche exists in the person of young Anamarie Martinez-Regino of Albuquerque, New Mexico.55 Born in 1998 weighing just under seven pounds, the infant girl immediately started growing at a highly unusual rate. By the time she was eight months old she weighed 38 pounds. Alarmed, her mother, Adela Martinez-Regino, began to take her from one doctor to another in an attempt to understand why her daughter continued to gain weight and grow so rapidly. When Anamarie was two, her father, Miguel Regino, left his job in order to replace Adela’s mother as Anamarie’s babysitter during the day while Adela worked. Adela could no longer carry the over-70-pound child (unable to walk because her bones and muscles could not support her weight). Although Anamarie was put on a variety of increasingly calorie-restrictive diets (at one point at age three she was allowed only 500 calories a day), she continued to gain more weight and to grow taller while her social skills and motor skills were somewhat delayed. Mutual suspicion and distrust between Anamarie’s desperate and worried family and the professionals who sought to help her ensued. The medical community could not diagnose a condition for Anamarie nor could they control her weight while she lived at home. She was hospitalized and put on a liquid diet. There, she finally began to lose a few pounds, which precipitated a crisis: convinced that Anamarie’s parents could not or would not care for her properly, and that her life was in danger, the New Mexico Children, Youth, and Families Department, in collusion with doctors, social workers, and nutritionists, recommended that Anamarie be placed in foster care. To her parents’ horror, Anamarie was taken away, screaming. After a media firestorm (mostly negative against the state and supportive of the Martinez-Regino family) and two and a half months in foster care (where Anamarie lost about ten pounds), physical custody was restored to Anamarie’s parents while the state retained legal custody. Finally, in early 2001, as Anamarie continued to lose weight, the charges of abuse against Mr. Regino and Mrs. Martinez-Regino were dropped and they regained legal custody of their child.

A number of parties have watched this situation with interest over the years—including the media, childhood obesity experts, size acceptance organizations and academics. Any attempt at understanding what happened to this family and why, however, is complicated by three contributing factors: Anamarie remains a medical mystery, she is a child (now a teen), and she is a member of an ethnic minority. Anamarie’s saga is ongoing. She remains morbidly obese and very tall for her age: at her eighth birthday she weighed 210 pounds and was 5 foot 2 inches in height. She is both a medical anomaly and a poster child in the war on fat—but her obese body’s meaning varies according to which side of the war you’re on: from a medical standpoint, Anamarie appears to be a time bomb waiting to explode into diabetes and heart disease; for fat-phobics she represents disturbing excess, gluttony, and misery; for nutritionists her size results from bad food choices; for fat-acceptance advocates Anamarie is a victim of prejudice and an over-zealous state machine; for parents and children’s rights advocates, she is a symbol of vulnerability and perhaps racism. Of course, this list is simplistic: healthcare professionals, social workers, parents, or advocates do not speak in one voice. In every case, however, adults are speaking for Anamarie: as a child, she has little choice in treatment options and cannot control the ways in which her size and treatment are debated in the court of public opinion. She might wish, for example, that Good Morning America would lose interest in her (or perhaps that her mother would lose interest in Good Morning America).56 At the same time, Anamarie’s youth “protects” her from the judgments that will surely come her way as she grows up. As Anamarie is a child, her body is not entirely her own. As a child, “it’s not her “fault” that she’s fat. In considering this case, fat-acceptance advocates argue that fear and prejudice encouraged the creation of monsters. That is, the state turned Anamarie into the puppet-monster of other monsters—her overweight parents.57 At one point, Adela Martinez-Regino was accused of having Munchausen syndrome by proxy, a psychological disorder that causes a family member to intentionally harm a child in order to gain attention (these charges were later dropped). The Martinez-Regino family and its advocates believe that they have been the victims of prejudice: that their child would not have been removed from the family if they had been middle-class and white. Misunderstandings—perhaps willful—between the state and the family were continually exacerbated by perceived issues of ethnic and national identity: Mr. Regino is a native speaker of Spanish, but Mrs. Martinez-Regino is a second-generation American whose first language is English. Although she preferred to hear her daughter’s treatment options in English, some members of the healthcare profession insisted upon speaking to her in Spanish. The affidavit accusing the parents of abuse concluded that “the family does not fully understand the threat to their daughter’s safety and welfare due to language or cultural barriers.”58 Mexican-American cuisine is commonly perceived as high in fat and calories—as unhealthy. “Here were so many veiled comments which added up to ‘You know those Mexican people, all they eat is fried junk, of course they’re slipping her food,’ ” argued Troy Prichard, the family’s attorney, as reported in Lisa Belkin’s 2001 New York Times Magazine feature story about Anamarie. Another perceived prejudice, a particularly class-based one, relates to size itself. Not Anamarie’s size—everyone else’s size: everyone they dealt with, according to Mrs. Martinez-Regino, was skinny and thus not likely to understand them.59

The threat of the removal of obese children from their homes has not been confined to the story of Anamarie, nor has it receded. In an opinion piece that ran in the esteemed Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) in 2011, Dr. David Ludwig, a childhood obesity expert from Harvard University, wrote with Lindsey Martagh, a lawyer and researcher also from Harvard, that “ ‘ In severe instances of childhood obesity, removal from the home may be justifiable, from a legal standpoint, because of imminent health risks and the parents’ chronic failure to address medical problems.’ ”60

Though there is little comedy to be found in the Anamarie Martinez-Regino case, if presented iconically, or ironically, the obese child can function within the visual joke of the enormous baby, the phenomenon in which the physically small child, although made enormous and thus threatening by some fantastic means, retains his/her innocence and youthful preoccupations. In the 1992 Disney film Honey, I Blew Up the Kid, a two-year-old is mistakenly zapped by his father’s size-altering machine. Every time he approaches electricity he grows bigger, ultimately becoming over 100 feet tall. Las Vegas is this child’s playground, but he needs his mother (who chooses to grow enormous herself) to protect him—no matter his height—because he remains in the position of the small (i.e., dependent and needy). This visual joke makes the enormous responsibility and degree of effort required in caring for infants and young children literal and yokes the helplessness of the small with the great “destruction” they can wreak upon the family. In “Father’s Day,” William Joyce’s cover art for the June 12, 2000 issue of the New Yorker, a gigantic toddler picks up his father’s desk in one hand, scattering papers, and clutches his tiny, hapless parent (who had clearly been working at the desk, dressed in business attire and holding the phone) in another. His mother offers up his Father’s Day gift from the boy, a tie with the message “I [image: images] Dad.” If he so chooses, the gigantic child can interrupt the father and reorder his priorities to reflect the child’s desires. Given Y2K anxiety coupled with the anticipation a new millennium elicted, Carter Goodrich’s cover art, also for the New Yorker (October 18 and 25, 1999) imagining a gargantuan Baby New Year (wearing his year 2000 sash and diaper) as rampaging robot trampling the New York skyline, seems a comic and iconographically perfect way to visualize the big and small world I’ve been describing throughout this book.

A certain tongue-in-cheek humor characterizes these visual jokes about the monstrous child body tyrannizing the people and things around him. Yet, when is a picture of the big child, the fat child, something other than funny or poignant? When is the obese girl’s body used as a measure of montrosity? To answer these questions with a specific example, I would like to return to the rarefied world of Baroque Spanish court painting and consider the Juan Carreño de Miranda portraits of five- or six-year-old Eugenia Martínez Vallejo, nicknamed “La Monstrua.” In 1680, at the request of King Charles II, Carreño painted a pair of portraits of the obese girl who had been brought to court because of her anomalous size (see Plates 30 and 31).61

Carreño, although his talents were overshadowed by the greatness of Velázquez before him, was a skilled court painter held in high regard. Once appointed to the rank of royal painter by the queen in 1669 and to the higher rank of court painter in 1671, his primary subjects shifted to the royal family, although, as in the case of Eugenia Martínez Vallejo, he also painted non-royals at his patron’s request.62 The “monstrua” portraits, like the Velázquez and van Dyck paintings of dwarfs and “buffoons,” take disproportion or disability to be a subject matter worthy of record. The reasons for this are many, and I have discussed some of them in previous chapters: the dwarf body and its “low” position may highlight the exalted nature and position of the aristocratic body; may contextualize ideologies of savagery, incompleteness, childhood or witless innocence indexed to size; may provide visual evidence of patronage, power, and privilege of big over small. In the case of the Carreño portraits, however, the subject is not littleness, but obesity and an over-abundance of size. The girl is typed as a monster because she is too big.

In fact, Eugenia, whether dressed or nude, is seemingly neither girl nor child. While this is obviously the case in the painting in which she alludes to Bacchus, the Roman god of wine, even in vestida Eugenia’s size removes her from girlhood. While holding pieces of fruit in each hand—an apple and perhaps a pear—as is conventional in portraits of children, Eugenia’s massive presence, filling the frame, speaks of something other than childhood. Her story is “corpulence” even while clothed in a beautiful dress. Depicted wearing a sumptuous brocade gown overlaid with gold pattern and embellished by large sleeves and bows at the shoulder, bright reds and golds fill the frame of the painting. Yet Eugenia is not dressed in the fashion of the times and femininity seems to fight with her balloon-like body. Eugenia’s waist cannot be cinched; her farthingale cannot emphasize width in contrast to a slender center point of the female body as we see in other Golden Age portraits of women and girls, including those depicted in Las Meninas.63 Eugenia’s overblouse is buttoned only at the top so as to allow for her protruding abdomen. The contrast between the child’s dark eyes, hair, accessories, brows and background of the painting with the brilliant reds of the dress is most striking. Taken together, her low and dramatic eyebrows, and down-turned cupid’s bow mouth suggest a scowl. This expression draws the viewer, wonderingly, to her face. What is she thinking? What has her life been like?

Plenty of commentators have responded to the portraits of Eugenia—not for their artistry, but as illustrations of disease.64 For example, in his popular retelling of the story of the human genome, Matt Ridley uses Eugenia’s portrait to illustrate the genetic disorder Prader-Willi syndrome. In a rather offhand manner, Ridley rattles off the symptoms he sees in Eugenia from her portrait and diagnoses her as both “wrong” and defective: “There is indeed clearly something wrong with her: she is obese, enormous for her age, has tiny hands and feet and strange-shaped eyes and mouth. She was probably exhibited as a freak at a circus. With hindsight, it is plain that she shows all the classic signs of a rare inherited disease called Prader-Willi syndrome . . . .”65 But—not so fast. It does not appear to this viewer that Eugenia’s eyes and mouth are “strange-shaped” or that she displays all of the physical symptoms of Prader-Willi (which include undeveloped genitals. Eugenia’s genitals are not shown in either portrait). In any event, this diagnosis through art—although a kind of hobby—leaves something to be desired in terms of accuracy and objectivity. Another example of discovering what you’re looking for in what you’re looking at may be found in the collaboration between Alan E. H. Emery and Marcia L. H. Emery in their book Mother and Child Care in Art. The third in a trilogy on the topic of medicine and art, the work focuses on obstetrics and pediatrics. Mother and Child Care in Art is organized in rough chronology of the depicted events, so beginning with fertility and pregnancy and ending up with artistic renderings of contemporary medical discoveries or problems—in this case, genetics and obesity.

Once again, Eugenia’s portrait is contemplated (oddly, the painting has been reversed in reproduction). The Emerys choose Eugenia desnuda as the basis for their diagnosis of Prader-Willi Syndrome. But Prader-Willi is not the main concern of the brief essay that accompanies the plate; rather, the Emerys are interested in highlighting the prevalence of obesity in children that is due not to genetics—that is, obesity that is not the child’s “fault,” presumably—but to obesity that results from poor eating habits and behavioral choices: “Whatever the nature of this little girl’s affliction, she is certainly obese. But genetic causes of obesity are rare, and the majority of cases result from an inappropriate diet and lack of physical activity—both factors stemming from lifestyle and behavioural changes in recent years.”66

What follows from such exploitations of the giant girl’s body—from being labeled as “monster” to being contained by the diagnosis of a particular disorder, to cautionary tale?67 The actual obese child carries the burdens and expectations of both big and small: the child’s large body functions in opposition to her youth (her “smallness”). Anamarie and Eugenia were such children; Barbara was another. As I note in the introduction to Part Two of this study, between 1986 and 1995, photographer Andrea Modica took black and white photographs of Barbara’s family of fourteen children living in a low-income, rural area in upstate New York. Barbara, the family’s seven-year-old daughter, became one of Modica’s favorite models; many of the images they made together over the years appear in Modica’s book, Treadwell (an actual place, population 200, but not the setting for most of the photographs). Barbara’s obesity and her young age make her an unusual photographer’s subject; in many images, age and size seem locked in conflict. Photographs in which Barbara is depicted wearing the masks of childhood—such as face paint and bunny ears—highlight the tension between Barbara’s childishness and her heavy body anchoring the tilting composition of the image. In other photographs, Barbara’s unconventional beauty and vibrant personality glow. Yet each of Barbara’s photographs may serve to discomfit the viewer who looks for the lightness, the quickness, we treasure in the child because it is so different from the weighted cares of adulthood. Even if this construction of childhood is little more than a fantasy, do we mourn its absence in the narrative we presume to read through Barbara’s body?68

Barbara’s obesity, like Anamarie’s, is marked by her social class and rural context. In image after image, the rooms devoid of decoration, the worn and dirty furnishings, littered unkempt yard, mark Barbara and her family as poor and perhaps in need of care. In one image, a cherubic little girl wearing a filmy party dress and crouched on a mattress that appears to be in a state of decomposition, smiles and points a handgun directly at the camera. Images of children in poverty, illness, loneliness, or despair—as in photographs of Darfur, Afghanistan, post-Katrina New Orleans—give rise to the desire to relieve their suffering. Certainly, given the assumed relationship between photography and the “truth” (in particular in the case of quasi-journalistic visual evidence of human deprivation), wide distribution of photographs of homeless, injured, and hungry children helps to advertise their plight and encourage relief efforts. Without knowing anything about Barbara’s family or her life other than what is reflected in the photographs, the viewer might supply the “missing” details along stereotypical lines: chronic under-employment, limited education, lack of medical care, bad diet, failure to family-plan, overcrowding. It’s easy to generalize and to patronize. The viewer of Modica’s images might even want to remove Barbara from her home, to help her, to fix her obesity and somehow relieve her poverty. But wait: we’ve heard that story before. Informed by the connected consciousnesses of size and class, these sympathetic responses to girlhood obesity—one girl a medical anomaly and the other the subject of a series of aesthetically pleasing fine art photographs—surely run the risk of reducing each individual to a type, a conundrum—even as they seek to empathize and perhaps to protect. Yet, unlike the YA novel that packages size as a problem to be solved or constructs obese protagonists as “monsters of prohibition,” Modica’s photographs record Barbara freed from most master narratives—except those, I would argue, about social class. She is not a character or a case study; she is representative of no one but herself—yet at the same time she reflects our fears about poverty, dirt and “monstrous” underclass children.

The fears of obesity are not entirely groundless. Barbara’s weight contributed to her death at age 22 from complications of diabetes. Barbara’s fate, of course, could become Anamarie’s, and the desire to avoid such a tragedy fueled much of the strong-arm tactics that the Martinez-Regino family faced. Modica could not prevent Barbara’s death through her photography. But she was a witness to the passing of her friend and muse, taking new pictures with the same 8” x 10” camera she had used in earlier portraits. Their collaboration continued through Barbara’s last year when she was mostly bed-ridden. The result was the emotionally moving collection entitled Barbara (2004).

Modica’s final portraits of Barbara demonstrate a transformation of the “giant” from flesh to spirit. Although Barbara’s childlikeness is interrogated in many of the photos, her groundedness and solidity ultimately become essence and light. In life, Barbara was larger and heavier than ever when she died. Yet Modica’s images make a different argument: not “fat acceptance,” but an argument about aestheticized form. Viewing this argument is a special privilege afforded to the viewer. I feel honored to witness Barbara’s living-in-dying moments, her last journey. At the same time, I am a bit troubled by my attraction to the Barbara photographs—not because she is dying and this is sad, or seems too private, but because as I interrogate my response, something about big and small in conflict becomes clear to me, something that answers a prior discomfort about the absence of lightness and quickness in Barbara’s childhood photos: the tender, “out of focus” photographs of the dying young woman are reassuring and attractive, in part, because within them Barbara becomes “small.” That is, she appears almost fetal, embryonic. In these images her big head and dark, exaggerated eye sockets, her head or torso seemingly floating in space, remind us of fetal imagery, the sonogram photograph beloved by parents and grandparents and often exploited politically, as I argue in chapter one, by ascribing an identity of innocence and vulnerability to the fetus. In looking at Barbara we lose our sense of scale, that profound and compelling instinct that organizes the world and to which we cling. That scale determining normal/abnormal, big/small typed Barbara, throughout her life, as gigantic. Perhaps we appreciate Barbara most when we don’t know exactly how we are seeing her. She could be under a microscope or viewed through a telescope. In dying she is “disembodied,” after all. No longer labeled “obese,” Barbara fades to a ghostly presence and we let her go.

In the beginning of this chapter I ask whether the female giant or the obese girl may surmount or transcend the disorder, the seemingly irreconcilable duality of excess and lack, femininity and enormity, their bodies announce to a fat-phobic and size-obsessed world. I think that the answer is certainly “yes” in the fictional realm, but in the real world the answer is “maybe.” Here’s a real-world example from a 2011 and 2012 well-meaning anti-obesity campaign sponsored by Strong4Life and Children’s Healthcare of America that highlights the disparity between big size and childhood: the advertisement, which was displayed in Georgia on billboards and television, featured obese girls and the tagline “It’s hard to be a little girl if you’re not.”69 I’m dodging, perhaps, but obesity, especially when read inflected by gender and in this era of reality television programming in which becoming “the biggest loser” is both an ideal and an insult, is a category of difference unloved by most and very difficult to talk about in terms other than the moral or the defensive. If obesity can be translated from gluttony to genetic disorder and accepted as a disease, if all women become fat and the “other” becomes thin (an increasing likelihood, in America, at least), or if large can somehow communicate the emotions that attach to small—tenderness, protectiveness, wonder—then “La Monstrua,” for example, might be unburdened from the label of monster and restored to her given name Eugenia and to the positions of childhood.

The monstrous body, Cohen maintains, is “pure culture.”70 By disordering scale, the giant challenges our cultural myths about Nature, Art, relationships, human ability and ingenuity, appearance and conduct (in taboos related to the body such as sexuality, appetite). Fables and legends of heroism and derring-do rely upon the giant as either champion or enemy; as such, in these formative narratives, we ask the giant to save us, or we destroy the giant and save ourselves. In the example of Ted Hughes’s contemporary fable, discussed in chapter five, the two giant figures, representing technology and the arts, alter the course of global disorder and violence, replacing chaos with peace. Angelica Longrider, as a force of Nature, defies gender expectations and successfully, if comically, triumphs over her large adversaries and changes the natural world by creating new landscapes and topographical features. Anamarie Regino’s story, which validates neither nature nor nurture in the attempt to assign “blame” for her size, challenges cultural norms delimiting happiness and normality and forces us to examine the prejudices that intrude even as we want to “help” the obese girl by defeating her obese body. In the case of Barbara, our relationship to her body is mediated by the camera and Modica’s affection and thus asks for a different emotional response than a sensationalized girl’s story told through print and television media. In the photographs of Barbara’s body we see and interpret the space she occupies as she grows up, as her body continues to enlarge. And in her dying images, we feel the loss that her absent presence demands.

As Cohen trenchantly observes in his comment about the monstrous body as “pure culture,” the monster/giant is a constructed being. While appearing supremely other, the monster/giant actually evolves from within our own fears and ambitions and cannot exist outside the margins of our expansive imaginations and desires. And while the giant’s mysterious origins defy understanding—in life as in literature—we focus not on their pre-existence (as we do with the miniature), but on their gross physicality, their “thereness.” The bigger and more frightening the giant (or, by contrast, the bigger and more docile) the better for enabling comfort and self-satisfaction once the balance the giant upsets is restored and the giant contained. We are indeed defined by our giants, giants created from the interplay between sites of fear and imagination: the guts and the brain.


AFTERWORD

The Human Measure

And what was King Kong ever going to do

With Fay Wray, or Jessica Lange,

But climb, climb, climb, and get shot down?

No wonder Gulliver’s amiably chatting

With that six-inch woman in his palm.

Desire’s huge, there’s really nowhere to put it

in our small world that it will stay put:

might as well just talk.

Rage also, and fear, and elation

are windswept summits, your poor mind

half the time an F6 tornado

that could drive a blade of grass through armor plate.

But a lit match inches from your eyes?

Unwavering. Out there,

in the world we call Real, is calm.

When you stalk down Broadway, fifty feet tall

and building like a thunderhead, your clothes

tattering and whirled away like leaves,

you can nonchalant it, you can be at peace:

it’s only in movies that anyone notices.

—“Big Scenes,” James Richardson © 20161

This book brings our attention to a category of difference—size—that informs our everyday thoughts and actions. While there is no end to interesting art objects, products, buildings, and exhibits that use scale to create powerful effects and experiences—discussions of which might have formed the core of this study—my focus has been on big and small bodies in life, literature, and art. Unlike gender (which attaches only to animal life) or race (which attaches, albeit uneasily, only to human animals), things as well as people may be big or small. Yet it is through the body that the ideologies of size speak most eloquently. Children, for example, are small people and one of the arguments of this book is that we cannot understand the adult/child relationship without an awareness of how the child’s small size affects that relationship. It might be easier or more comfortable to continue to ignore what size means culturally, aesthetically, and politically, yet I believe to do so constitutes a missed opportunity to understand how size difference, as well as those categories we now see with greater clarity—race, gender, and class—has impacted human history and culture. Indeed, the time has come to evaluate and analyze how size works both with and against these categories, as similar markers of difference but unique in their cultural effects. The idea that size forms essential aspects of human identity and culture is not new; in fact, the very pervasiveness of valuations and consequences of size difference make it difficult to see and thus interrogate. Throughout this book I have discussed a number of different exceptional bodies from dwarfs and pygmies to giants and robots, from embryos and thumblings to tall-tale heroes and monsters. They are the creatures of the world around us as well as the stuff of fiction. By encouraging us to look with care at extraordinary bodies and the cultures that created them, painted and photographed them, caressed and manipulated them, dominated and destroyed them, I am also encouraging the discomfort that comes along with recognizing difference and being responsible to it. I am not arguing for an erasure of difference—that would be a pointless and ahistorical argument—but that we should “think what we are doing” as Hannah Arendt urged in The Human Condition.2

The aim of this afterword is not to rehearse the book’s arguments or to suggest additional examples of big and small bodies to contemplate. Rather, my goal here is to introduce the idea of the “human measure,” a related way to think about big and small bodies that expands upon the book’s main points about power, identity, otherness, awe. We are not straying far from the body at all—indeed, as itself the instrument of measuring, the human measure cannot function outside of the body. The human measure provides one way to talk about scale, an important concept in the book. But it also provides a method of discussing big and small thinking that goes beyond our knee-jerk method of evaluating the world around us—bigger than a man? Smaller than a woman?—or our fears and anxieties over otherness in individuals. The human measure may begin by giving information about size and scale, yet pictorial examples of the human measure (and it only works visually) tell us much more than that, and these are often the things we most need to hear. Let me explain.

We have always been addicted to the human measure. From antiquity, length measurement was inspired by the idealized human form and defined locally and independently. Though the digits, knuckles, cubits (forearm), strides or spans (distance between outstretched arms) may have been imprecise, body-centered measurement was both coherent and essential. As Robert Tavernor suggests in his cultural history of measuring standards, “nothing is more readily accessible in everyday experience than the human body and its constituent parts, and—once—nothing was more meaningful.”3 Even as we have separated the human measure from its divine symbolism or turned away from the king’s body as a ruler in more than one sense of the word, we are reminded of the body every time we measure the length of nearly anything in “feet.” “Hands” are still used to indicate the distance from the ground to a horse’s wither. Tavernor relates the amusing and unusual story of the “smoot,” a unit of measurement derived precisely from one man’s body. The task, as MIT’s Lambda Chi Alpha fraternity of 1958 created it, was to measure the Harvard Bridge, the longest bridge crossing the Charles River. The means by which this feat was accomplished was via one Oliver R. Smoot, an MIT freshman, and the shortest pledge. Smoot was required to lie down over and over again as chalk marks delineated each Smoot. As it happens, the Harvard Bridge measures 364.4 Smoots, plus or minus an ear.4

In addition to providing a standard mensural system, the human measure is used any time we want the body to function as an indicator of relative size. We know, we think, how big the body is, or how small, and thus the body provides a practical rough estimate for the size of things in relation to it. Plus, our inflated egos compare everything to “us,” and why should size be any different? Certainly there are limitations to the human measure: we are bound by the ability of the eye to see something in its entirety in order for the human measure to perform acts of scale. Or, if a camera or other device coupled with great height provided by a plane or tall building or any number of means of gaining distance, allows for teeny tiny humans to be seen against an immense backdrop such as a mountain or a mass demonstration, the visual field and scale remain bound by the image’s frame. Indeed, the human measure is not much help in understanding the diameter of a star or the length of a river. But no matter these caveats or any competitor to the primacy of the human measure, the human body remains, as Devin Fore notes, “the most intuitive and expressive of measure.”5 The human measure is a tool the use of which provides a certain smug comfort and confidence. As the soul’s host and God’s image, Nature’s beautiful child and the mind’s machine, the human body is both our ruler and our obsession.

The human measure assisted the nineteenth-century French archeological photographer Maxime Du Camp in his demonstration of the vastness of the Egyptian temples formed out of rock on the west bank of the Nile at Abu Simbel on Egypt’s southern borderland.

Certainly Du Camp was not the first or only photographer to use the human scale for documentary or other purposes, but this well-known image provides a good example of how the human measure may be used not only practically or aesthetically but also ideologically (or politically). Over the course of the nineteenth century, France had established itself as a leader in Egyptology as well as in the new technologies and developing sciences of archeology and photography. The image under consideration was taken during Du Camp’s government-sponsored 1849–1851 trip to Egypt and the Near East with Gustave Flaubert. The scholarly and scientific goals of the Du Camp and Flaubert expedition were in keeping with the mission to extend France’s dominance in these fields within a culturally rich and politically interesting part of the world.6

The first European in modern times to arrive at the partially buried temple at Abu Simbel was the Swiss explorer J.L. Burckhardt in 1813. Four years later the Italian explorer and archeologist Giovanni Battista Belzoni, whose methods today might be called “plunder,” visited the rock temple and organized its clearing of hardened sand and excavation. Thus, when Du Camp arrived with Flaubert, the imposing temple (actually two temples) dedicated to the sun gods Amon-Re and Re-Horakhte (or Ra-Horakty, Ptah, and the deified Ramses II) was a newly discovered wonder of the world to interested Europeans and antiquities hunters. It is certainly easy to understand why photographs of any aspect of the Great Temples’ principal façade graced by four enormous seated figures of Ramses II would themselves be counted as trophies by those lucky enough to see them. Images of the inscrutable seated colossi (some 69 feet tall and among the tallest in Egypt) would certainly fascinate enthusiasts who had little hope of ever traveling to Egypt themselves. Du Camp, with Flaubert, and a crew of Egyptians, arrived at Abu Simbel in 1850. Du Camp prepared to take a number of photographs, the best-known of which is reproduced here (see Plate 32).7

Variations in the color of the rock highlight the lips, chin, and right ear of the dramatic and regal head which, in the photograph, appears to be rising out of shifting sand, though Ramses’s headdress nearly fades into the façade behind it. The most interesting aspect of the photograph is the juxtaposition of man with rock: sitting atop a monumental stone head is a bearded human figure, wearing a head covering, whose face is deeply shadowed. In order to show the statue’s immense size to viewers who would never see the temples otherwise, Du Camp had an Egyptian servant enter the frame and provide a body that would immediately be perceived as small once it was put into contrast with the big head. In the gray-scale of the photograph’s palette, the colors of the man’s clothing reflect the colors of the rock. There’s perhaps more to the story of this photograph’s composition: Du Camp allegedly coerced the servant to be still once on the statue’s head by telling him that unless he remained motionless, the camera, which he claimed was also a gun, would shoot.8

This photograph is about the “human measure” in more ways than simply using it as a scaling device, although this is the most obvious use. Indeed, the Du Camp photograph of the temple at Abu Simbel and the servant on top of Ramses II’s head tells us much more about the culture that produced it—the admiring, exploring, claiming, plundering, commercializing, collecting Europeans—than about ancient or nineteenth-century Egypt, a relationship that I have referred to elsewhere in the book as violating the “eth(n)ics of size.” In other words, in their archeological expeditions that used native knowledge as well as creating a market for the labor that assisted the expeditions, colonialist maps, antiquities removal, and documentary photographs (relatively) small nations could master big ones by providing interpretations of ancient civilizations, religions, and human origins as well as by “preserving” their artifacts elsewhere. In discussing what she calls the “art and science of antiquity” expressed through nineteenth-century archeological photography, Claire L. Lyons argues that Du Camp’s work and others assisted imperialist thinking: “Behind the spectacle of remote, emblematic, and picturesque places stood implicit assumptions about the future progress and destiny of nations.”9 I am not arguing that nineteenth-century archeological expeditions funded by Lord Elgin or the British Museum and implemented by agents such as Henry Salt and John Turtle Wood, for example, did not on a purely scientific level perform a valuable service to world heritage by shipping off pieces of Near Eastern and Mediterranean treasures to museums, treasures that were in danger of permanent loss by destruction or by being hidden (those sold to individuals are another story). At the very least, arguments may be offered on both sides of the preservation/plunder and legally purchased/repatriation debate. The argument from science is one aspect of this debate. However, there is no such thing as “pure science” that exists apart from people. And wherever we find people we find greed, avarice, and self-interest. Not a new argument, but one I have discussed in my focus on size difference, is that all forms of science are cultural and ideological, too. Ideas about religion, progress, social class, identity, gender, race, and nation—and size—will always intrude and attempt to appropriate or infiltrate scientific endeavors whether those endeavors are hESC research, anthropological racial profiling, limb lengthening or bariatric surgery, nanotechnology, atom smashing, space travel, or AI and robotics.

Thinking about the clashes between the scientific and political imaginary, one example of which I discuss in terms of the various appropriations of the notion of the miniature man, returns us to Du Camp’s photograph and the human measure.

Looking at the photograph as an example of the human measure, and contemplating the figure on top of the ancient head and the story that is told about its composition, reminded me of other ways we use the human body as an instrument of measurement—as a measurement of the “depth” of humanity itself. And by “humanity” I mean the degree to which our behavior matches the morals, manners, and codes of civility and conduct that form the bedrock of all human society regardless of religious belief or doctrine. We use our bodies to express our humanity—or its lack—toward each other by performing acts of politeness, assistance, consideration, patience, and sacrifice. It can be challenging to perform acts of physical humanity (known as the “corporal acts of mercy” in Catholicism) over the divide of difference if otherness scares us. Differences in age, nation, gender, race, physical or mental ability do not change what is expected but can affect what is accomplished or even offered. How does big and small thinking, the human measure, affect what we owe and what we offer the other?

The shadowed face of the Egyptian servant is not the only shadow I see when I study Du Camp’s oft-published image. For me, this nineteenth-century photograph is haunted by an image from my own time. The sense of haunting was present from the first moment I began looking carefully at the Du Camp photograph. I did not need to have that other image in front of me as it is burned into my visual memory (and that of the world, I expect.) Shape and color are powerful and meaningful elements of any visual image and they often alert the eye first when examining a picture or even glancing at one. Before I knew the exact date of Du Camp’s photograph or the location of the temple or the circumstances surrounding its composition, I recognized a shape and a dark center to the image, an ominous dark center where a man’s face should be.

For me, the dark shadows covering the servant’s head and the shape and placement of that shadow erasing his face and identity, evoke the infamous photographs of the hooded prisoners of Abu Ghraib (the notorious detention center located just outside of Baghdad), in particular, the image of the man standing on a box with arms outstretched and connected to wires.10 This photograph has become a kind of shorthand image representing the abuse in toto. But shape and color are not the only elements that create in me a feeling of connection between Abu Simbel and Abu Ghraib. In every photograph there is an absent presence—the photographer—and a purpose (at least one) for taking the photograph. In the case of the Du Camp photograph, the photographer is on a mission to record the wondrous architectural and sculptural remains of ancient civilizations of the Near East and Egypt. The reason for publishing the photograph and others he took on the trip with Flaubert was to advance “science,” French dominance in the fields of Egyptology and archeology, and his own career. These are professional, personal, and documentary reasons. The explanation for the Abu Ghraib torture photograph is murkier given that the photograph is illicit, though some might argue similarly state-sponsored (an American soldier on an American-led mission took the image). Although the torture photograph was not meant to be published, the image from Abu Ghraib was a trophy of sorts, as was the Du Camp photograph at Abu Simbel. Where is the human measure in the photograph of the prisoner at Abu Ghraib?

Let me be clear: by no means am I equating the Du Camp photograph with the torture photograph. My argument is decidedly not that Du Camp’s image has the same purpose or is in the same moral register as those from Abu Ghraib. Yet I am arguing that a correspondence may be found between the infamous torture photograph, released in 2004, of a hooded man cloaked in a large fringed blanket, arms spread and wires attached, standing on top of a small case and this dramatic archeological photograph from the mid-nineteenth century documenting the glory and downfall of an ancient civilization through the sheer size of its monuments and their cultural impermanence. This “echo” between photographs is suggested not only by the eerily similar shape and cocked head of the hood and face in shadow, but also by the documentary impulse accompanied by drumbeats that sound behind both images. In the case of Du Camp, the impetus for the drumbeat is national pride, scientific inquiry, artistic technique and colonialist and patronizing ideologies of saving a country from itself. That’s what I hear, anyway, from the position of an outsider, more than a century and a half later. What I hear—although, again, everyone will hear something different—in the Abu Ghraib photograph, is the keening of 9/11 overlaid with the shredding of human rights and the shattering of cherished beliefs.

The human measure can be used aggressively to dominate. This is part of big and small thinking. In the Du Camp image the human measure—the man by which the photograph’s humanity is “measured”—is outside of the frame. That is, Du Camp himself, and his culture, his tools and techniques, and his status all combine to create the ruler, making a scale against which both ancient and contemporary Egypt are measured. So, too, in the Abu Ghraib photograph. It is again the photographer (man or woman) and anyone else outside of the frame who watched or participated in acts of humiliation and torture, whose human measure is revealed.

When we forget the “humane” part, as we often do, the human measure can be dangerous and violent. The human measure, as this book reminds us, is also the measure that tells us how to respond to bodies out of scale with our own. In our confrontations with exceptional bodies, from dwarfs, pygmies, children and embryos, to giants, the obese, monsters, and mechanical men, we first size up the body in front of us using our own bodies as rulers and then decide what they mean. In the poem “Big Scenes” by James Richardson, used as the epigraph to this Afterword, a few of our favorite characters appear in their glory: King Kong, Gulliver and a Lilliputian, the 50 Foot Woman. They’re all here, bringing their intensity, love and despair, both victors and victims, into view.

These iconic figures positioned closely with their contrastive counterparts make it easy to see how big and small work both aesthetically and metaphorically to put scale and size at the center of arguments about civil society, gender, politics, race, art, and science. It’s the human measure that’s most important in the poem and in this book, too. This is a book that explores the ways in which big and small have been made to explain the mysteries of life, to create categories of beautiful and monstrous, us and them. This historicized analysis of big and small bodies acting within diverse cultural spheres, including children’s culture, reveals at various moments my particular political positions on contemporary issues. As I hope that this book has shown, aided by a fulcrum of desire, big and small move the world.
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43.Cherie Bennet, Life in the Fat Lane (New York: Bantam, Doubleday Dell, 1998), 12. Most YA novels about fat girls include the fear that the protagonist will be thought a monster. In Skinny, for example, Ever Davies’s inner voice tells her, “ ‘You’re just a freak show. . . . They’re just grateful for a little entertainment, Frankenstein’ ” (153).

44.Ibid., 32.

45.Ibid., 72.

46.Ibid., 117. Other monster movie references in the novel include films such as Invasion of the Body Snatchers in which innocent victims are taken over against their will by alien forces: “And then someone who was not me went back to the freezer and took out both frozen Snickers bars. . . . Whoever she was, she didn’t even turn on her light to eat. She just sat there in the dark, like some fat, feral creature of the night, cracking the frozen chocolate off with her teeth, loving the sensation of rich, sweet, comforting chocolate in her mouth. . . . It wasn’t me” (57). See also 80 and 88 for additional references to Lara’s monster within.

Even the original paperback book’s cover is reminiscent of horror fiction: Lara is backlit against a “night” background, her mouth is opened in horror as she stares wide-eyed at the number on the scale, her face so excessively pale that she could be a zombie or a ghost.

47.Bennet, Life in the Fat Lane, 164. Qualitative and quantitative research from the US and the UK about the effects of bullying, identity formation, self-image, and stigmatization in adolescent girls due to weight that mirror the events of Bennett’s novel, is a growing field of study. See, for a few examples, “Perceived Stigmatization among Overweight African-American and Caucasian Adolescent Girls” by Neumark-Sztainer et al. (1998) and “Issues of Self-Image among Overweight African-American and Caucasian Adolescent Girls: A Qualitative Study” (1999) also by Neumark-Sztainer et al., as well as “The Impact of Weight-related Victimization on Peer Relationships: The Female Adolescent Perspective” by Lucy J. Griffiths and Angie S. Page (2008), and “Adolescent Obesity, Overt and Relational Peer Victimization, and Romantic Relationships” by Michelle Je. Pearce et al. (2002).

48.Bennet, Life in the Fat Lane, 219.

49.Prader-Willi Syndrome (PWS) is a rare genetic disorder characterized by obesity in childhood, short stature, chronic hunger (hyperphagia), muscular weakness, and incomplete sexual development. Other symptoms include low IQ and learning disabilities. The syndrome was first identified by Swiss endocrinologists in the 1950s. See the Prader-Willi Syndrome Association (USA) website for more information: http://www.pwsausa.org/. Their motto is “Still hungry for a cure.” Articles about Prader-Willi syndrome and childhood in high visibility outlets such as the New York Times Magazine have brought attention to the rare genetic disorder. See “The Weight” by Kim Tingley (New York Times Magazine, January 25, 2015: 36–41, 48).

New research into obesity suggests that beyond behavior and genetics, certain intestinal microorganisms may make some subset of obese people fat. This theory is gaining ground and has stimulated the interest of the public. We are keenly interested in obesity research and finding answers to why so many people are obese—approximately 30% of American adults have a body-mass index over 30. A biological answer could change our responses to the obese, to ourselves. As Robin Marantz Henig comments in her article for the August 13, 2006 New York Times Magazine, “If microbes do turn out to be relevant, at least in some cases of obesity, it could change the way the public thinks about being fat. Along with the continuing research on the genetics of obesity, the study of other biological factors could help mitigate the negative stereotypes of fat people as slothful and gluttonous and somehow less virtuous than thin people” (30). “Fat Factors.” (New York Times Magazine, August 13, 2006 (section 6): 28–33, 52–55, 57).

50.Bennet, Life in the Fat Lane, 159.

51.Ibid., 11.

52.Ibid., 260.

53.Ibid., 213.

54.Our response to obesity is not only socially troubling, it is also commercially successful. Jeffery Sobal reminds us that “the cultural focus on slimness in recent decades led to the development of a system of weight industries that developed vested social, economic, and political interests in portraying high levels of body weight as a social problem. These included the weight loss, medical, pharmaceutical, fitness, food, dieting, apparel, fashion, and insurance industries, all of which operated in the role of moral entrepreneurs who have vested interests in promoting slimness and rejecting fatness” (“The Size Acceptance Movement,” 233).

55.Lisa Belkin’s piece for the New York Times Magazine on July 8, 2001 brought the story of Anamarie and her family to a wide audience. Paul Campos’s article for spiked, a London-based online magazine, among other publications, increased the audience for the story (“The Lock-up Diet.” July 13, 2004. http://www.spiked-online.com/Articles/0000000CA5E7.htm)

Campos, author of The Obesity Myth: Why America’s Obsession with Weight is Hazardous to Your Health (2004), appears to have taken many of the details of Anamarie’s story (including quotations) from Belkin’s article.

56.The ABC morning show Good Morning America has reported on Anamarie over the years; the most recent interview took place in 2011. (See note 60.) In a May 24, 2005 segment, Dr. David Katz, an ABC medical contributor and director of Yale University Nutrition Center, first examined and evaluated the contents of the Martinez-Regino refrigerator, freezer, and pantry and then advised Adela Martinez-Regino on how best to feed Anamarie. See “Doctor Offers Advice to Severely Overweight Child” at http://abcnews.go.com/GMA.

57.In a 2002 editorial submitted to “Without Measure,” a size-acceptance website, Adela Martinez-Regino writes, “We still don’t know what Ana has. For us, yes, we want to know . . . so we have a reason for her being overweight, but also so we won’t be blamed anymore.” See http://www.size-acceptance.org/without_measure/wom_07_2002/. Tragically, both of Anamarie’s parents died in 2011, a few months apart. The teen began to live with her maternal grandparents after her parents’ deaths. See Astrid Galvan, “Teen Taken from Parents as Child Coping With Loss.” Albuquerque Journal. October 14, 2011.

58.Qtd. in Belkin, “Watching Her Weight.” New York Times Magazine. July 8, 2001: 30–33, 33.

Adding to the argument that fat stigma is inflected by race and class, Farrell argues, “In today’s terms, fat, if it had a color, would be black, and if it had a national origin, it would be illegal immigrant, non-U.S., and non-Western” (Fat Shame, 8).

59.Qtd. in Campos’s online article, “The Lock-up Diet.” Abigail C. Saguy notes the connection between fat and class in What’s Wrong With Fat?: “Women’s concerns about weight are as much or more about class as about health. Achieving and maintaining thinness is an important way in which the contemporary elite in rich nations, and especially elite women, signal their status” (13).

60.Qtd. in Dan Harris and Mikaela Conley, “Childhood Obesity: A Call for Parents to Lose Custody.” The article also mentions Anamarie’s story and quotes Anamarie who commented on Dr Ludwig’s opinion: “ ‘It’s not right what [Dr. Ludwig] is doing, because to get better you need to be with your family, instead of being surrounded by doctors’.” http://abcnews.go.com/Health/childhood-obesity-call-parents-lose-custody/story?id=14068280. Accessed June 6, 2014. The article was based on a Good Morning America segment on the JAMA opinion piece and a follow-up interview with Adela Martinez-Regino and Anamarie. See also “Should Parents Lose Custody of Their Extremely Obese Kids?” by Bonnie Rochman. Time: Healthland. http://healthland.time.com/2011/07/13/should-parents-lose-custody-of-their-very-obese-kids/ Accessed June 6, 2014. After citing a case in which a 555-pound teen was removed from the family home to live with an aunt and lost 200 pounds, Rochman concludes, “It seems there’s got to be a better way than tearing kids from parents, but in truth, this extreme action might be in the best interests of everyone involved over the long-term.”

61.A crude engraving, also published in 1680, of Eugenia’s naked body illustrated brief details of the child’s life, indicating that the “niña giganta” had been sent to the royal palace. Another example of the exhibition of an obese child was noted in Edward J. Wood’s 1868 Giants and Dwarfs. He details a broadside that proclaimed the precise size of the teenaged Australian “Wonderful Dwarf Giantess”: she weighed 13 stone 6 pounds while her height was a mere 35 inches. Miss Mary Jane Youngman could be seen at Saville House from 11a.m. to 11p.m. Twelve hours of display! The broadside proclaims the unique qualities of this obese child: “such truly magnificent female proportions were never before witnessed in England; or, indeed, the world” (Giants and Dwarfs, London: Richard Bentley, 1868), 432.

62.See Jonathan Brown, Painting in Spain, 1500–1700 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998) for a useful short discussion of Carreño at court (238–239).

63.Even the stout dwarf Maribárbola, whose style of dress reflects her lower status as well as her physical body, has a waist.

64.A fascinating example to the contrary, in which Eugenia’s portraits are considered to be significant and influential in terms of art history, may be found in the grand supposition art critic Karen Wilkin makes in linking the “monstrua” portraits with the work of Colombian artist Fernando Botero. Reviewing the 2006–2007 exhibit “Spanish Painting from El Greco to Picasso” held at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York, Wilkin argues that the desnuda portrait of Eugenia, “a poignant image of an obese female child, ineffectively disguised as a classical deity, could be the source of all of the Colombian painter Fernando Botero’s grotesque nudes . . .” (“Spain and Picasso.” The New Criterion. January 2007: 48–52), 49.

65.Matt Ridley, Genome: The Autobiography of a Species in 23 Chapters (New York: HarperCollins, 1999), 206.

66.Alan E. H. Emery and Marcia L. H. Emery. Mother and Child Care in Art (London: Royal Society of Medicine Press, 2007), 132. See also “Pediatric Diseases in Juan Carreño de Miranda’s Paintings” by Juan F. Martinez-Lage et al. Child’s Nervous System 28 (2012): 181–184.

67.Elena Levy-Navarro complains about such callous treatment of Eugenia Martínez Vallejo, her portraits, and the issue of fat children in general in a letter to the editor of PMLA (Publication of the Modern Language Association). The January 2011 issue of PMLA featured Eugenia’s clothed portrait as the cover image. However, the issue did not engage in any critical discussion of the figure beyond her obesity. Levy-Navarro comments, “Because this stable, singularly modern meaning is attached to Eugenia [as obese], other pertinent questions are not considered, including what her lived experiences were like as a fat person known as ‘La Monstrua’; how her fat body was seen as spectacular, even perhaps supernatural, as evidenced in the nude portrait of her in the guise of a Bacchus; and what some contemporary, alternative ways are in which her body can be understood by a human (Spanish) audience” (PMLA 126.3. 2011. Letter to the editor, 815).

68.Andrea Modica refused to grant permission to reproduce in this book any of her photographs of Barbara. They may be viewed on her website within the portfolios of both Barbara and Treadwell. See http://www.andreamodica.com/

69.Qtd. in Saguy, What’s Wrong With Fat? 158.

70.Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” 4.

Afterword: The Human Measure

1.James Richardson, “Big Scenes” from During. Copyright © 2016 by James Richardson. Reprinted with the permission of The Permissions Company, Inc. on behalf of Copper Canyon Press, www.coppercanyonpress.org.

2.Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 5. In a way, her purpose represents an example of big and small thinking: “The purpose of the historical analysis . . . is to trace back modern world alienation, its twofold flight from the earth into the universe and from the world into the self, to its origins, in order to arrive at an understanding of the nature of society as it had developed and presented itself at the very moment when it was overcome by the advent of a new and yet unknown age” (6).

3.Robert Tavernor, Smoot’s Ear: The Measure of Humanity (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2007), 7.

4.Smoot’s story is retold in Tavernor’s book. The Smoot is an enduring example of the human measure: even when the Harvard Bridge was rebuilt some three decades later, the Smoot lines were repainted and they continue to be carefully tended by Lambda Chi Alpha members biannually in order to keep the marks visible (xiv–xv).

5.Devin Fore, “The Entomic Age.” Grey Room 33 (Fall 2008), 28.

6.Out of the 214 negatives Du Camp brought back to France, he chose 125 to publish in his book Égypte, Nubie, Palestine et Syrie (1852) in a small edition of 200 copies (Andrew Szegedy-Maszak, “Introduction.” Antiquity and Photography: Early Views of Ancient Mediterranean Sites, eds. Clare L., Lyons, John K. Papadopoulos, Lindsey S. Stewart, and Andrew Szegedy-Maszak. (J. Paul Getty Museum, 2005, 2–18), 11.

7.For general information on the Great and Small Temples at Abu Simbel, see Richard H. Wilkinson, The Complete Temples of Ancient Egypt (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2000), 223–229.

8.Antiquity and Photography, 94.

9.Claire L. Lyons, “The Art and Science of Antiquity in Nineteenth-Century Photography” in Antiquity and Photography, 22–65, 25. Lyons continues in this vein, suggesting that “by materializing history as heritage, archeological photography was instrumental in formulating conceptions of cultural identity and nationhood. Photogenic fragments from classical and biblical lands painted a picture of the past that colored perceptions of ancient civilizations and their modern heirs in India, East Asia, Africa and Latin America” (65).

10.The abuses at Abu Ghraib took place in 2003. In April 2004 the photographs documenting torture, humiliation and abuse first became public. The bibliography of scholarship (both mainstream and specialized) on Abu Ghraib is very long. The following represents a few useful sources: Kari Andén-Papadopoulos, “The Abu Ghraib Torture Photographs: News Frames, Visual Culture, and the Power of Images.” Journalism 9.1 (2008), 5–30; Mark Danner, Torture and Truth: America, Abu Ghraib, and the War on Terror. (New York: New York Review Books, 2004); Seymour M. Hersh, Chain of Command: The Road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib (New York: HarperCollins, 2004); George R. Mastroianni, “Looking Back: Understanding Abu Ghraib.” Parameters 43.2 (Summer 2013), 53–65; Steven Strasser and Craig R. Whitney, The Abu Ghraib Investigations: The Official Independent Panel and Pentagon Reports on the Shocking Prisoner Abuse in Iraq (New York: Public Affairs, 2004).
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The Indian in the Cupboard (film) (i) n. 108, (ii) n. 124

Industrial Revolution:

and adults and machines (i), (ii)

and children and machines (i), (ii)

inferiority, and smallness (i)

interiority:

and childhood (i)

and Tom Thumb tale (i)

The Iron Giant (film) (i)

Isaacs, Anne and Zelinsky, Paul O., Swamp Angel (i), (ii)

Isabella of Bourbon (i)

Isabella Clara Eugenia, Archduchess (i), (ii), (iii) n. 69

“Jack the Giant Killer” (i)

Jeffers, Susan, Brother Eagle, Sister Sky (i)

Jepp (i)

Johnson, Richard, The History of Tom Thumbe (i)

Joyce, William (i)

Kasich, John (i)

Kellman, Martin (i)

Kerckring, Theodor (i), (ii)

Kerr, M. E., Little Little (i), (ii)

Kimbrough, Amanda (i)

King Kong figure (i), (ii)

Kipling, Rudyard (i)

Klieman, Kairn A. (i)

Knowles, John (i), (ii)

Kuznets, Lois (i), (ii) n. 109, (iii) n. 117, (iv) n. 120, (v) n. 129

Lagerlöf, Selma, The Wonderful Adventure of Nils (i) n. 90

Landau, Paul S. (i)

Lange, Erin Jade, Butter (i), (ii)

Langmuir, Erika (i)

Laqueur, Thomas (i)

Lazarus, Emma, “The New Colossus” (i)

Lebesco, Kathleen and Braziel, Jana Evans (i)

Leeuwenhoek, Anton van (i)

Lehman, Eric D. (i)

Lejeune, Jérôme (i)

Leopold II of the Belgians (i), (ii), (iii)

Lewis, C. S., The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (i)

Lezcano, Francisco (i), (ii) n. 76

The Life and Death of Tom Thumb (i)

Life’s Too Short (TV series) (i)

Lipsyte, Robert, One Fat Summer (i)

literature, tall tale (i)

literature for children:

and dwarfs (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi) n. 60

and emblem books (i), (ii)

and giants (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v) n. 15, (vi) n. 21

and miniatures (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

and obesity (i), (ii) n. 18

and racialized other (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii) n. 23, (ix) n. 24, (x) n. 136

revision (i), (ii)

and robots (i)

and Tom Thumb figure (i)

little man figures (i), see also homunculus; Tom Thumb figure

Little People, Big World (TV reality show) (i)

Livingstone, David (i)

Lobel, Arnold, Giant John (i)

Lofting, Hugh, Dr Dolittle series (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

López-Rey, José (i), (ii), (iii), (iv) n. 79

Lowell, Percy (i)

Ludwig, David (i)

lusus naturae (i), (ii)

Lyons, Claire L. (i)

MacCann, Donnarae (i)

MacDonald, George, “The Giant’s Heart” (i)

machines:

and adults (i)

and children (i), (ii)

see also robots

Mack, John (i), (ii), (iii) n. 60

McKinley, Nita Mary (i), (ii)

McKissack, Patricia and Frederick (i)

Mackler, Carolyn, The Earth, My Butt, and other Big Round Things (i), (ii)

Madan, Falconer (i)

mandrake (i)

Margarita Theresa of Spain (i), (ii), (iii)

Maribárbola (court dwarf) (i), (ii) n. 63

Marsh, Katherine, Jepp, Who Defied the Stars (i), (ii)

Martagh, Lindsey (i)

Martinez-Regino, Adela (i), (ii)

Martinez-Regino, Anamarie (i), (ii), (iii)

masculinity:

and Charles Stratton (i)

and the gigantic (i), (ii)

and machines (i), (ii)

and mechanical bodies (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

and the miniature (i), (ii), (iii)

and obesity (i)

and Tom Thumb trope (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Mason, Keith (i)

Mawer, Simon, Mendel’s Dwarf (i), (ii)

Mazo, Juan Bautista del (i)

Meccano (i), (ii)

Meccano Guild (i)

Meccano Magazine (i)

Merish, Lori (i), (ii), (iii) n. 26

microscopes and microscopy (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi) n. 3

and conception (i)

and preformationism (i)

midgets (i)

midget villages (i)

Mignon (i)

miniatures:

and children (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)

in children’s literature (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and cuteness (i), (ii)

and emblems (i), (ii)

and femininity (i), (ii), (iii)

and giants (i), (ii), (iii)

and little men (i)

and masculinity (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

racialized (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)

and resistance and subversion (i)

and Tom Thumb figure (i)

see also dwarfs; pygmies; Tom Thumb figure

minstrels, pygmies as (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

minstrelsy (i) n. 136

missing links (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Mittmann, Asa Simon (i)

modernity, and spectacle (i)

Modica, Andrea (i), (ii), (iii)

monkey, and dwarfs (i), (ii)

monsters (i)

and children (i), (ii)

giants as (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

and obesity (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and other (i)

terrorists as (i)

Montenay, Georgette de, Emblems ou Devises Chrestiennes (i)

Morra, Sebastián de (i)

Morris, Gary (i)

Moseley, Charles (i)

Mulan (film) (i)

multum in parvo:

and dwarfs (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and Tom Thumb trope (i), (ii)

Mytens, Daniel, Charles I and Henrietta Maria departing for the Chase (i), (ii)

Nandy, Ashis (i)

National Child Labor Committee (US) (i)

Native Americans, in children’s literature (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Ness, Patrick, A Monster Calls (i)

The New Yeare’s Gift by Microphilus (i), (ii)

Newman, William (i)

Ngai, Sianne (i) n. 32, (ii) n. 1

Nightlight Christian Adoptions Agency (i)

Noble Savage concept (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Norton, Mary, The Borrowers (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v) n. 81, (vi) n. 138

Nottage, Lynn, Las Meninas (i) n. 87

Nussbaum, Felicity (i)

Obama, Barack (i)

obesity:

and bariatric surgery (i), (ii)

and body image (i) n. 30

childhood (i), (ii)

and ethnicity (i) n. 32, (ii) n. 58

and femininity (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

and genetics (i) n. 49

as industry (i) n. 54

and masculinity (i)

ogres (i)

Oompa-Loompas (i), (ii)

otherness:

and children (i)

and difference (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and dwarfism (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

and monsters (i), (ii)

and race (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and Tom Thumb trope (i)

Owen, Robert (i)

Pace, Patricia (i), (ii)

Page, Nick (i)

painting, and emblems (i)

Paley, William, Natural Theology (i)

Paracelsus, De Natura Rerum (i), (ii)

Parr, Thomas (i)

Parry, Graham (i)

Parsons, Walter (i)

Peel, Sir Robert (i)

performativity:

and dwarf body (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and pygmies (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Perrault, Charles, Le petit Poucet (i), (ii), (iii)

Personhood USA (i)

Pertusato, Nicolas (court dwarf) (i)

Philbrick, Rodman, Freak the Mighty (i)

Philip IV of Spain and Portugal (i), (ii), (iii)

photography:

and colonialism (i)

and human measure (i)

and obesity (i), (ii)

and social change (i)

Pieterse, Jan Nederveen (i), (ii)

Pigot, Richard (i)

Pinkus, Karen (i)

Place, François, The Last Giants (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

Pliny the Elder (Gaius Plinius Secundus) (i)

Pluto (planet) (i)

Poignant, Roslyn (i)

Poliquin, Rachel (i)

politics:

of identity (i), (ii)

and size (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

postcolonialism, and revision and erasure (i), (ii)

Pourbus, Frans the Younger, Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia and her Dwarf (i)

power and size (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv)

and robots (i), (ii)

Prader-Willi syndrome (i)

preformationism (i), (ii), (iii)

Prichard, Troy (i)

primitivism (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

progress:

and colonialism (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

and technology (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)

Prometheus (i)

proportion and size (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

dwarfs (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

and Gulliver (i)

Pupin, Michael (i)

pygmies (i), (ii), (iii)

children seen as (i)

in children’s literature (i)

display (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

in evolutionary theory (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

as minstrels (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

in postcolonial discourse (i)

and resistance and subversion (i)

seen as apes (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

seen as children (i), (ii)

seen as sport of nature (i)

see also Benga, Ota

Quick, Catherine S. (i)

R. B. see Crouch, Nathaniel

race:

and otherness (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

and size (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

Ray, Charles, Family Romance (i)

Ray, John, Wisdom of God in the Creation (i)

reduction see multum in parvo

religion, and science (i), (ii), (iii)

reproduction:

assisted (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

and the miniature (i)

and Tom Thumb trope (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Reynolds, Joshua (i)

Richardson, James, “Big Scenes” (i), (ii)

Ridley, Matt (i)

Right-to-Life movement (i)

robots (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

Roloff family (i)

Rowling, J. K. (i) n. 27, (ii) n. 142, (iii) n. 18

Rubens, Peter Paul (i), (ii)

Russo, Mary (i)

Rydell, Robert W. (i), (ii)

Saguy, Abigail C. (i)

Sampsell-Willmann, Kate (i)

Sánchez-Eppler, Karen (i) n. 4, (ii) n. 13

Sasquatch (Bigfoot) (i)

scale:

and children (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

and human measure (i)

and Industrial Revolution (i), (ii)

and the norm (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

science:

and anatomy (i), (ii)

and business (i)

and children (i)

and progress (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)

and religion (i), (ii), (iii)

scientific idealism (i)

Science Advisory Committee (i)

Scott, Walter, Peveril of the Peak (i)

servants, black (i)

sexuality:

and children (i)

and dwarfs (i)

and the gigantic (i)

and race (i)

Shaftesbury, Anthony Ashley Cooper, 7th Earl (i)

Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft, Frankenstein (i), (ii), (iii)

Sikundar, Sylvia, Forest Singer (i), (ii), (iii)

Silver, Carole G. (i)

size:

and diversity (i)

genetics (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)

as marker of difference (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

politics (i), (ii), (iii)

and textuality (i)

Skal, David J. (i), (ii)

slavery (i), (ii), (iii)

Slepian, Barnett (i)

smallness:

and beauty (i)

and inferiority (i)

see also dwarfs; miniatures

Smith, Susan (i)

Snowflake children (i), (ii), (iii)

Solomon, Andrew (i), (ii), (iii)

spectacle:

and modernity (i)

and obese females (i)

sperm, as animalcule (i), (ii)

sport, and female giants (i)

Statue of Liberty (i), (ii)

Steedman, Carolyn (i), (ii)

Steege, David (i)

Steig, William, The Toy Brother (i), (ii)

Stern, Howard (i)

Sterne, Laurence, Tristram Shandy (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Stevens, Laura M. (i)

Stewart, Susan (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x) n. 9, (xi) n. 45

stigma, and performance (i), (ii)

Stowe, Harriet Beecher, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (i)

Stratton, Charles S. (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

and childhood (i)

as General Tom Thumb (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix) n. 5

marriage (i), (ii), (iii)

sublimity, and size (i)

Swift, Jonathan, Gulliver’s Travels (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x)

tall tales (i)

Tavernor, Robert (i)

Taylor, John (i)

Taylor, Rhonda (i)

technology:

and business (i)

and progress (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)

telescopes (i)

television:

dwarf actors (i)

reality shows (i)

terrorism, and monsters (i)

textuality, and size (i)

Thackeray, William Makepeace (i)

thalidomide (i)

Thaumlin (Little Thumb) (i)

theatricality, and dwarf body (i), (ii)

Thomson, Rosemarie Garland (i), (ii) n. 50

Thone, Ruth Raymond (i)

Thumbelina (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

thumblings (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), see also homunculus; Tom Thumb figure

Tiller, George (i)

Tom Thumb figure (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

in children’s literature (i)

and multum in parvo (i), (ii)

as phallus or fetus (i), (ii), (iii)

redactive tradition (i), (ii), (iii)

and reproduction (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Tom Thumb weddings (i), (ii), (iii)

as trickster (i), (ii), (iii)

as trope (i), (ii) n. 46

see also homunculus; Stratton, Charles S.

Tom Thumbe, His Life and Death (i)

Tombaugh, Clyde W. (i)

Tomling, Sven (i)

Trimmer, Sarah, The Oeconomy of Charity (i)

Trump, Donald J. (i)

Tuan, Yi-Fu (i)

Turner, Herbert Hall (i)

Tygesdatter, Magdalene (i)

Tyson, Edward, The Anatomy of a Pygmy (i), (ii)

utopianism, scientific (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

and gender (i)

Van de Venne, Adrian (i)

van Dyck, Anthony

Charles I and Henrietta Maria with their two eldest children, Prince Charles and Princess Mary (i)

as court painter (i)

The Five Eldest Children of Charles I (i), (ii)

Queen Henrietta Maria with Sir Jeffrey Hudson (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)

Velázquez, Diego (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Don Baltasar Carlos with a Dwarf (i), (ii)

Las Meninas (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Prince Baltasar Carlos in the Riding School (i), (ii)

Verner, Samuel Phillips (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Vesalius, Andreas (i)

Villechaize, Hervé (i)

Walpole, Hugh (i), (ii)

Warner, Marina (i), (ii), (iii) n. 92, (iv) n. 1

Warren, Lavinia (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v) n. 23, (vi) n. 48

Watson, Elizabeth See (i), (ii)

weight, ideal (i), (ii); see also obesity

White, E. B., Stuart Little (i)

White, T. H., Mistress Masham’s Repose (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Whitney, Geffrey, A Choice of Emblemes (i), (ii)

Wilberforce, William (i)

Wilde, Oscar:

“The Birthday of the Infanta” (i), (ii), (iii)

“The Selfish Giant” (i)

Willy Wonka and The Chocolate Factory (film) (i)

Wilson, Catherine (i)

Windle, Bertram C. A. (i), (ii)

Wither, George, A Collection of Emblemes (i)



The Wizard of Oz (film) (i)

women:

in tall tale literature (i)

see also femininity; gender; giants

The Wonders of the Microscope (i), (ii)

Wood, Edward J., Giants and Dwarfs (i)

Woodruff, Louise Lentz (i)

World’s Fairs (i) n. 30

Chicago 1933–4 (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v) n. 2

New York 1939 (i) n. 32, (ii) n. 33

St Louis 1904

and indigenous peoples (i)

and pygmies (i), (ii)

Texas 1936 (i) n. 32

Wright, James, History and Antiquities of the County of Rutland (i)

Wynne, John Huddlestone, Choice Emblems (i)

Yates, Andrea (i)

Yonge, Charlotte (i)

The History of Sir Thomas Thumb (i), (ii), (iii)

Zip (i), (ii)

Zunshine, Lisa (i) n. 31
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Chee-Chee and Polynesia watched him,
keeping very quiet and still.

“He began reading the fairy-stories to himself”

After a while the King’s son laid the book
down and sighed a weary sigh.
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