
Illinois State University Illinois State University 

ISU ReD: Research and eData ISU ReD: Research and eData 

Faculty and Staff Publications – Milner Library Milner Library 

6-3-2021 

Sideshow Sounds: Black Bandleaders Respond to Exoticism Sideshow Sounds: Black Bandleaders Respond to Exoticism 

Elizabeth C. Hartman 
bibliorg@gmail.com 

Angela Yon 
Illinois State University, ayon@ilstu.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/fpml 

 Part of the Digital Humanities Commons, and the Library and Information Science Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Hartman, Elizabeth C. and Yon, Angela, "Sideshow Sounds: Black Bandleaders Respond to Exoticism" 
(2021). Faculty and Staff Publications – Milner Library. 187. 
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/fpml/187 

This Presentation is brought to you for free and open access by the Milner Library at ISU ReD: Research and eData. 
It has been accepted for inclusion in Faculty and Staff Publications – Milner Library by an authorized administrator 
of ISU ReD: Research and eData. For more information, please contact ISUReD@ilstu.edu. 

https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/fpml
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/ml
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/fpml?utm_source=ir.library.illinoisstate.edu%2Ffpml%2F187&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1286?utm_source=ir.library.illinoisstate.edu%2Ffpml%2F187&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1018?utm_source=ir.library.illinoisstate.edu%2Ffpml%2F187&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ir.library.illinoisstate.edu/fpml/187?utm_source=ir.library.illinoisstate.edu%2Ffpml%2F187&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ISUReD@ilstu.edu


Elizabeth C. Hartman and Angela Yon

Illinois State University

SIDESHOW SOUNDS:
BLACK BANDLEADERS RESPOND TO EXOTICISM



Agency Through Otherness: 
Portraits of Performers in Circus Route Books 
1875-1925

Project Details

https://scalar.usc.edu/works/circus-route-books-project/index
https://scalar.usc.edu/works/circus-route-books-project/index


Circus Route Books

https://library.illinoisstate.edu/collections/circus-route-books/


Sources:
Official Route Book of the Adam Forepaugh Shows: Presenting a Complete Chronicle of Interesting Events and Happenings, and Valuable Data, for the Season of 1893, page 93
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/1371/rec/1
Route of the Sells Brothers Great European Mill ionaire Museum, Menagerie, Circus, and Stupendous Confederation of Railroad Shows for the Season of 1881, page 2 
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/6064
Official Route Book of Ringling Brothers' World's Greatest Shows Season of 1893, page 119 https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/12777
Official Route Book of the Walter L. Main’s Grandest and Best Shows on Earth: Presenting a Complete and Truthful Chronicle of Interesting Events and Happenings of Interest, Cities Visited, General State of Weather, 
Railroads and Other Valuable Data for the Season of 1895, page 65 https://digital.l ibrary.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/18521/rec/1

(Under)Representation

https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/1371/rec/1
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/6064
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/12777
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/18521/rec/1


Visibility



Previous Scholarship



P. G. Lowery and Company with Wallace-Hagenbeck Circus. Group portrait in Indianapolis Freeman, July 9, 1910. 
https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=FIkAGs9z2eEC&dat=19100709&printsec=frontpage&hl=en

Banished to the Annex:
The Catch-22 of Circus Work

https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=FIkAGs9z2eEC&dat=19100709&printsec=frontpage&hl=en


Ethnological Congresses 
and the Spectacle



Page 7 of Hunting's 1893 circus route book 
listing the performers within Griffin's 
Wizard's Annex. Includes an illustration of 
Griffin's Famous Congo Band, comprised of 
white and Black musicians. 
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digita
l/collection/p15990coll5/id/4348

“The earliest records of black
participation in circuses dates back to
Europe in the late 1700’s, where black
equestrians performed tricks on
horseback. In the mid-1800’s, American
circuses employed black performers.
However, they were usually presented
as oddities … [and] commonly given
strange names and presented as savage
creatures from Africa, “the dark
continent.””
(“Eph Williams: The Legend of the Tent.” Daily 
News, May 4, 1997.)

Economic Underpinnings

https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/4348


Statistics of P.T. Barnum's Great Traveling 
Exposition and World's Fair for the Season 
of 1873, Page 15
https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digita
l/collection/p15990coll5/id/5237/rec/2

“Nearly every circus had a black sideshow
band. Their presence became so expected,
in fact, that no self-proclaimed big show
traveled without a black band … show
proprietors recognized that black bands
had become a part of circusgoers’s
expectations, the bands existed as part of
the sideshow.”
Childress, Micah. “Life Beyond The Big Top: African
American and Female Circusfolk, 1896-1920.”

Economic Underpinnings

https://digital.library.illinoisstate.edu/digital/collection/p15990coll5/id/5237/rec/2


“I am very proud to know that the Hagenbeck-
Wallace management are forced to seek Prof. P. 
G. Lowery’s services to regain the patronage of 
old that they have failed to get this season 
without him and his classy company of 
musicians and singers.”

“[Lowery] refused the engagement because the 
manager requested his men to double canvas. P. 
G. informed the manager he would leave … the 
same was heartily endorsed by his band and 
every band director in the circus business – such 
as Mr. Wolfscale, Ray Pope, James Harris and 
others.”

Owning Oneself: 
Entertainment as 

Empowering Enterprise



“Prof. Wolfscale’s band this season of thirfy-two 
pieces is a credit to all colored traveling 
musicians inasmuch as it shows how much they 
are in demand.”

“As a rule most side show managers just want 
noise from a colored band. The reason for this is 
because they don’t have a large enough band to 
do anything but jam. Prof. Wolfscale has shown 
the management of the greatest show on earth 
that with a big number of colored musicians you 
can play concert music and other kinds and with 
as much expression as the big show’s concert 
bands.”

Owning Oneself: 
Entertainment as 

Empowering Enterprise



Lewis Williams, clarinet player, writes to the 
Freeman on December 10, 1904:

Prof. Wm. Blue – Dear Sir: I received your favor and I appreciate your valuable offer, but at present I 
must decline the same as I am under contract with Mr. Pat Chappelle, and I have no desire to give up 
my job here for several reasons…

I would never persuade a member of a colored man’s show to join a show run by a white man, as 
you know that the white man bought and sold our fore-parents, and I thank the Lord to-day that 
there are some young Negros in the world that they cannot buy. … I earnestly trust that this will be a 
lesson to you in the future – to hunt a black man for a white man. … I trust, in the future, you will 
try to get other people from other places for your white bosses instead of trying to break up a 
colored show.

… and we get the money [so] the colored people do not have to go up the side fire-escape or in 
back door and set in the gallery to see show. They set where they pay for.

A Souvenir of the Season of 1900 Adam Forepaugh and Sells Brothers, Pages 22-23



Circus Musicians
&

The Black Press



Circus Musicians
&

The Black Press



EXHIBIT WALK THROUGH

https://scalar.usc.edu/works/circus-route-books-project/index


Thank you!
Elizabeth C. Hartman
bibliorg@gmail.com

Angela Yon
ayon@ilstu.edu
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