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Circus, dissecting room, museum: Black Venus in the French empire

By means of an initial focus on the case history of the “Hottentot Venus”, the colored, South African
human spectacle of 19" century Europe, this article reconstructs the practical context of French
anthropology when it was still a new science, and shows how and in which places racial stereotypes
that have become the most prevalent and criticized part of the legacy of the colonial period were forged
and diffused in the popular imagination by the continued interactions of scholars, government
administrators and circus businessmen. Influenced by the practices of natural history, the developing
anthropology concentrated on the collection of material and its classification, and also comparative
studies. For that purpose, long-distance networks were established and in which museums played a
central role. Museums were the place not only for the display of research results but also for the
elaboration of scholars’ ideas regarding classification. In the conceptual order based on collection, each
ethnic type occupied a given place. This anthropological typification became the foundation that
underlaid ethnic shows. Both the long-distance networks and the ethnic spectacles that profited from
colonialism did not end with decolonialization, but instead, they continue to influence our vision about
people of color and our academic activities even up to the present.

Keywords: Hottentot Venus, ethnic shows, history of French anthropology, imperial science
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