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Abstract: This article reconstructs the double biography of Avi, an Asian
elephant, born around 1875 and brought to Europe probably in 1883. “Double”
because it will contrast the “medialized” Avi, the star animal of the Barcelona
Zoo, founded in 1892 with the corporeal elephant. Avi appeared in numerous
newspaper articles, cartoons, drawings, photographs and around seventy
postcards showing the elephant and his interactions with the zoo visitors. A
large-format broadsheet (quca) told his partially invented biography in forty-
eightimages. The elephant generated a multitude of heterogeneous images
and tropes and thus the complex persona of Avi: orientalizing stereotypes

of the Indian subcontinent and the anthropomorphizing construction of his
character as wise and justice-loving, friend of children and respected citizen of
Barcelona. Due to his popularity, he was appropriated as a point of reference
in the political debates of Barcelona and became a prism of the enormous
social tensions around 1900.

At the same this article tries to reconstruct real-life experiences of Avi’s
twenty-two years of captivity in the Barcelona Zoo. To reconstruct the
(seemingly inaccessible) experiences of a long-dead animal represents an
enormous methodological challenge that requires a constant reflection on
the limitations of this approach. Reading the wealth of sources against the
grain, it seems possible to identify some “reality fragments” and to show how
Avi resisted or adapted to his situation in peculiar ways. Furthermore, zoo
biologists, ethologists and elephant keepers have been consulted in order

to apply their knowledge and sensibilities to the material, including Avi’s
preserved skeleton.
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Avi’s Agony —The Death of a Celebrity

n1May 1914, around 5 pm, Avi, the famous elephant of

the Barcelona Z0o0, collapsed in his enclosure and died.

A week prior, the pachyderm had suffered an injury from

the iron door of his enclosure to his left front leg. The
ensuing infection proved fatal. For twenty-two years prior, the citi-
zens of Barcelona had flocked to his enclosure to see the antics of
the Asian elephant and now they were in shock. His sudden death
reverberated strongly in the Catalan media, Avi made front-page
news.? The “obituaries” all told the story of Avi, his biography in a
sense, some in a more serious, concerned tone, others tongue-in-
cheek, ironic, or even with funny poems.* The journalists agreed on
how immensely popular the elephant had been. They pointed out
Avi’s peculiar personality, his special relationship with children, and
how the zoo visitors constantly fed him buns.

For two decades Avi had been a popular character for caricatures
of all sorts, and the weekly [’Esquella de la Torratxa did not miss out
on this last occasion either. In the sketch “Avi’s last words”, the ele-
phantis stretched out dead in his paddock (fig. 1). Both humans (be-
yond the fence) and four different animals (inside the paddock) are
bawling their eyes out. The caption reads: “My only consolation is
that they will fill my belly with straw. At last, | will be full.”* And not
starving any more, the readers would add in their heads. Avi was
fully aware that he will be taxidermized after his death, the carica-
turist joked. So even given the sad news, the media machinery ham-
mered on, entertaining their audience.

Avi did not only feature in numerous caricatures; he was also the
most photographed animal in Catalonia during his residency at the
zoo. Yet while virtually all these photos show a “happy” elephant

1 AH-MCNB-id1970, 1-2; El Diluvio, 3 May 1914, Ed. Mafiana, 19.

2 LaVanguardia, 3 May 1914, 3; La Veu de Catalunya, 4 May 1914, Ed. Mati, 2; Papitu, 6 May
1914, 282; jCu-Cut!, 7 May 1914, 308-10; L'’Esquella de la Torratxa, 8 May 1914, 305, 310-11.
jCu-Cutl, 14 May 1914, 323.

4 L’Esquella de la Torratxa, 8 May 1914, 305. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations
are my own.
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Fig.1

“Avi’s last words.”

L’Esquella de la Torratxa, 8 May 1914, 305.
Biblioteca de Catalunya.
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interacting jovially with the visitors, there is one gruesome photo
of the dead Avi (fig. 2). It was taken by the well-known photogra-
pher Frederic Ballell, who was probably called expressly to the zoo
to document the sad occurrence. The elephant lies in his paddock
(just like in the caricature) while a keeper moves his lifeless trunk,
which was touched by so many Barcelonese. To the right, two men
(cut off by the picture frame, hence hard to identify) are contemplat-
ing the scene. There seems to be a sort of make-shift canopy put up
inside the paddock, likely to protect the suffering pachyderm from
the sun.® This photo—inscribed on the back with the words “L’Avi
agonitzant” (Agonizing Avi) —conveys the drama of an intense but
futile struggle for his life. We also see that the elephant was old and
in a bad physical state: already emaciated with no fat pads, the jaw
caved in, and the hip bones sticking out. The caricature, however,
shows a healthy and well-fed elephant, rather sleeping than dead.

Avi and Avi—the Mediatic and the “Real” Elephant

The stark contrast between the caricature of L’Esquella de la Torratxa
and the photo of Ballell epitomizes the topic of this article, the ten-
sion between the medially constructed Avi and the real-life experi-
ences of the elephant in the Barcelona Z00.? Avi’s public persona
is first and foremost a patchwork of the cultural representations of
the elephant. He was the protagonist of hundreds of newspaper and
magazine articles and featured in a variety of visual media: carica-
tures, drawings, postcards, photographs, and a biography in comic
form, the auca, tracing his journey from the “Indian jungle” to the
European metropolis. Avi’s name recognition in the public sphere
turned him into a useful reference for political and social commen-
tary in the local press. The appropriation went as far as “naturaliz-
ing” him as a Catalan citizen.

In this sense Avi provides a well-illustrated example of “the develop-
ment of the ‘animal entertainment’ industry, allowing the legitimiza-
tion of captive institutions as places of harmonious human-animal

5 Acommon practicein the Barcelona Zoo during the summer, La Publicidad, 20 August
1893, 2.

6  Simons, Obaysch, xiii, makes a similar case for Obaysch.
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Fig. 2

Agonizing Avi.

Frederic Ballell, Arxiu fotografic de Barcelona,
bcno01796.
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relationships,” to quote from John Simons’s biography of Obaysch
(1849-1878), the famous hippopotamus of the London Zoo, building
on the argument of Susan Nance in her work on circus elephants.’

This article will go beyond the analysis of the cultural representations
of Avi, marked by anthropomorphism and the imperative to enter-
tain. Yet how may we reconstruct the seemingly inaccessible expe-
riences of a long-dead animal? Is this possible at all? Eric Baratay
and others have proposed a new methodology to write animal bi-
ographies. This article will test this recent approach in human-ani-
mal studies in order to gauge their potential and confront their chal-
lenges.® The inherent limitations of animal biography need to be
keptin mind.®

This methodology suggests reading the historical sources against
the grain and at the same time to initiate an interdisciplinary dia-
logue with zoo biologists, ethologists and other experts of animal
life. In this way, through a process of reiterations and approxima-
tions, historians might come closer to the experiences of the cap-
tive creature. In reconstructing the life of zoo animals, we have to
rely on sources that are deeply shaped by the logic of the media and
its local context. Not only are we “seeing” Avi through the lens of
humans—the newspapers and other sources tended to present or
even invent “coherent” stories, aiming to highlight the extraordinary
and entertaining aspects of animal behaviour while suppressing,
consciously or not, problematic aspects such as violence against
the animal. In trying to reconstruct the experiences of an historic an-
imal and understand its behaviour, we rely on sources meant to en-
tertain and to fashion Avi into a hilarious, loveable, and exotic crea-
ture marked by traditional stereotypes about elephants.

As this article argues, there can be no straight line drawn between
“merely” cultural representations and traces of the “real” Avi as they
are inextricably mashed up. In talking about the elephant Ned/Tusko

7 Simons, Obaysch, 83; Nance, Entertaining Elephants.
Baratay, Biographies animales; Roscher and Krebber, Animal Biographies; Pouillard, “An-
imal Biographies”.

9 Simons, Obaysch, 9; Rothfels, “The Elephant”.
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(ca. 1892-1933), Rothfels formulated this problem as a productive
paradox: “The stories of Ned are not Ned, but they help explain
much of what happened to him and help us better understand the
history of how we have thought about elephants.” Yet still, the ex-
traordinary wealth and diversity of sources on Avi provides an op-
portunity to identify “reality fragments”. For example, did he resist
the way he was treated, and if so, how?

Methodologically, this requires a double approach: first, a thorough
contextualization of the sources (Catalan history, local municipal
politics, but also zoo and circus history) and second, the consul-
tation of animal experts. In this case | conducted interviews with
the elephant keepers and the veterinarian of the Barcelona Zoo as
well as with the curator of mammalogy of the municipal natural
history museum. We talked about the fundamental changes in ele-
phant keeping and what information we may glean from Avi’s skele-
ton. The ethologist Franziska Horner (University of Wuppertal, Ger-
many) analysed the visual representations of Avi, in particular the
large number of postcards, to ascertain his physical state and how
this changed in the course of his time at the zoo.

In the last two decades or so, a number of publications have ex-
plored the lives of elephants in zoos and circuses, generally focusing
on the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The works of
Susan Nance and Nigel Rothfels might be the most significant ones.
Yet most of this literature focuses on cases in Great Britain and the
US, some valuable exceptions notwithstanding.? This article argues
that we need to enlarge our perspective to include many more cases
from the “periphery”, outside the Anglo-American context.

Yet what could be learned from the case of Avi, and a seemingly in-
significant zoo in Spain? In his monumental, 624-page Histoire des
ménageries from 1912, Gustave Loisel (considered to be the first zoo

10 Rothfels, “The Elephant”, 230.

11 Nance, Entertaining Elephants; Rothfels, “Elephants, Ethics, and History,” “Touching An-
imals,” Elephant Trails, “The Elephant”.

12 Szczygielska, “Elephant Empire” and “Animating Capture” on Eastern European
elephants.
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historian) dedicated exactly one sentence to the Barcelona Zoo, con-
cluding that “this menagerie is of no interest whatsoever”

In recent years, the urban history of the European “periphery” has
been entirely re-evaluated, stressing its creative adaptation of met-
ropolitan models and the “multitude of modernities”* In the early
twentieth century, non-European zoos such as the Jardin Zoologico
de Buenos Aires were hailed as exemplary.® In our case, it is pre-
cisely the specificity (locality) of the Catalan example that consti-
tutes its historiographical value. The political and social tensions
of Barcelona around 1900, which evolved around violent class con-
flicts and the emerging Catalan nationalism, significantly shaped
the construction of Avi’s mediatic persona. The idiosyncratic char-
acter of Catalonia’s public sphere (and the subordinate importance
of the colonial dimension) contrast strongly with the biographies of
zoo and circus elephants from London or New York. The potential
of this case “from the margins” is further increased by the extraor-
dinary richness and diversity of sources: the large number of cari-
catures, an unprecedented production of postcards featuring one
single animal, a specific Catalan medium, the auca, as well as the
post-mortem career of Avi as a museum object. This abundance of
sources, in turn, facilitates the interdisciplinary dialogue with the
aforementioned animal experts.

In this sense, this article also aims to contribute to the study of ani-
mal celebrity.® Already in his lifetime, Avi was described as the undis-
puted star of the Barcelona Zoo. Yet, unlike many of the famous ani-
mals of the nineteenth century, such as the elephant Jumbo, Avi is a
local celebrity, basically restricted to Catalonia—with some projec-
tion in the rest of Spain.'” As we shall see, this boundedness means

13 Loisel, Histoire des ménageries, 110.

14 See, for example, Hochadel and Nieto-Galan, “How to Write”.

15 Hochadel, “A Global Player”.

16 It might be too early to speak of a “field” of animal celebrity studies, as the literature
is quite diverse or even disperse; Giles, “Animal Celebrities”; White, “Tony the Wonder
Horse”; Avery et al., Miss Clara.

17 Theliterature on Jumbo is enormous. Particularly insightful are Nance, Animal Moder-
nity; Sethna, “The Memory”; Yeandle, “Jumboism”.
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that Avi’s appropriation played out in a way that made it incommen-
surable to international spread. This article thus highlights the need
for more nuanced elephant biographies that go well beyond the
metropolitan contexts that may have obscured their considerable
variety. Cases such as Avi’s should help to relegate the category of
“mere peripheral cases” to the moth-box of animal history. As Mar-
ianna Szczygielska puts it: “Capturing the animal’s individuality re-
quires situating them as an actor or agent within the historical, so-
cial, and political reality they are or were embedded in”®

This article has five major sections, each dedicated to a different
group of sources: the press reports (including the caricatures), the
auca, the postcards, the elephant house (the reconstruction of his
small paddock with a sort of orientalist tower), and Avi’s mortal re-
mains, the skeleton. In each part, we will contrast the cultural rep-
resentations of Avi with the experiences of the “real” Avi to piece to-
gether the story of his life, as fragmentary as this may turn out to
be. As “real” is potentially a problematic term, we will rather use the
terms “corporeal”,

Articles on Avi— Between Appropriation and Agency

This section analyses the media coverage of Avi in (mostly) Catalan
newspapers, magazines, and journals. Nearly all the basic informa-
tion we have about Avi is based on this large number of articles and
caricatures. Consequently, the conflicting biographical information
as well as considerable lacunae with regards to our knowledge of
the elephant’s life were also shaped by the media of the time. This
focus on the press coverage brings to the fore how Avi was increas-
ingly appropriated by the Catalan public sphere. At the same time,
the sheer mass and diversity of these printed sources also allow for a
reading against the grain in order to come closer to the corporeal Avi.

It was Francesc Darder (1851-1918) who travelled to Genova in 1881 or
1882 to pick up Avi and bring him to Catalonia.” At the time, Darder,
trained as a veterinarian, was a trader in natural history and the

18 Szczygielska, “Animating Capture,” 21.
19 Darder, “Parque zooldgico,” 1.
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The elephant with his owner Marti-
Codolar at the Granja Vella.

Museu Marti-Codolar.
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animal caretaker of Lluis Marti-Codolar (1843-1915).%° The Catalan
banker owned a large estate with a private menagerie called the
“Granja Vella” (Old Farm) in the village of Horta, at the time still out-
side the city limits of Barcelona (fig. 3). When Marti-Codolar went
bankrupt in 1892, he sold his collection of 160 animals, including Avi,
to the City of Barcelona. This collection formed the nucleus of the
municipal zoo in the central Parc de la Ciutadella founded that same
year. Darder became its first director and the zoo itself formed part
of the municipal natural history museum (Museo Martorell) which
was governed by the Junta de Ciencias Naturales (Board of Natu-
ral Sciences).”

There are many things we do not know about Avi: the exact circum-
stances of his purchase in Genova, such as price and seller; whether
he was an elephant from India or another region of Southeast Asia;
his exact age. A visitor of the Granja Vella in 1884 stated that he was
six years old (i.e., born around 1878), Darder in 1893 appraised him
as a twenty year old (i.e., born in 1873), and when Avi died in 1914, a
newspaper referred to him as a forty year old (i.e., born in 1874).3

How Avi (Catalan for grandfather) got his name is not clear either.*
The few times he was mentioned in the press between 1881 and
1892, while in the private menagerie of the Granja Vella, he was not
referred to by name.?> At the beginning of his time in the Barcelona
700, i.e., from Autumn 1892, he was called “el elefante del Parque”.
According to the main narrative in posterior histories of the zoo, his
original name was Baby. Yet because the Catalans found it hard to
pronounce this word, he became the toothless grandfather.?® Avi had
no tusks at the time. Darder himself still called the elephant “Bowi” in

20
21
22

23

24
25

26

On Darder, Hochadel and Valls, “De Barcelona a Banyoles”.
Alberdi and Casasnovas, Marti-Codolar, 181-85.

For the history of the Barcelona Zoo see: Pons, £l parc zoologic; Carandell Baruzzi, De
les gabies; Carandell Baruzzi and Hochadel, “El Zoo de Barcelona”.

Darder, “Parque zooldgico,” 1; Gili, “Excursié collectiva,” 45; £l Diluvio, 3 May 1914, Ed.
Mafana, 19.

Jonch, El Zoo de Barcelona, 49.

La llustracion Musical, 15 September 1883, 4; Gili, “Excursié collectiva,” 45; El Fusilis, 7
May 1886, 4.

jCu-Cutl, 7 May 1914, 309.
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”

early 1893, which could refer to Bobby; a magazine article gave “Toby
as the original name.?” It seems that the magazine L’Esquella de la
Torratxa named the elephant Avi in 1895/96.% This mediatic baptism
may be understood as the first crucial step of the transformation of
the elephant from an “exotic” animal into a “citizen” of Barcelona.

The central mechanism of Avi’s cultural appropriation was based on
two interrelated practices: the direct contact of zoo visitors with the
elephant and its rich coverage by the Catalan press. Until 1927, the
Barcelona Zoo was not fenced in, and no entry fee was charged.?
In other words, anyone could visit Avi during the opening hours of
the Parc de la Ciutadella, which were generally during daytime. On
numerous occasions, Avi grabbed the hats of visitors and munched
them, adding to the spectacle of buns and apples being thrown at
him.*® A recurring figure in the press coverage was that of the evil-
minded visitor. These articles generally followed a basic narrative: be
it out of curiosity or sheer malice, a man (yes, always a man) would
take advantage of Avi’s habit to gorge himself on the food provided
by the onlookers. The baddie would hand him a burning cigarette, a
piece of broken glass, or a needle hidden within a bun. Zoo archives
around the world testify to how widespread this kind of devious be-
haviour was. Yet the Barcelona elephant was not constructed as a
helpless victim of the malicious visitors. Avi, always attentive, would
see through the ruse and not swallow the dangerous item handed
to him. Instead, he would spray the villain with water.*'

These incidents coalesced into a central feature of Avi’s public persona:
his “sense of justice”. One of the newspaper articles was even expli-
citly entitled “Justicia elefantisiaca”*? The idea that an elephant “forgot

27 Darder, “Parque zooldgico,” 1; Alrededor del Mundo, 9 June 1899, 4.

28 First: “l'avi Boby,” La Esquella de la Torratxa, 6 September 1895, 570; “Avi” first used as
only name in 1896: La Esquella de la Torratxa, 25 December 1896, 820.

29 Pons, El parc zoologic, 91.

30 ElDiluvio, 29 September 1893, 1; £l Diluvio, 23 October 1906, 2; visualized in the auca.

31 Diario de Barcelona, 29 September 1892, Ed. mafiana, 11316; La Vanguardia, 4 October
1892, 2; El Diluvio, 23 July 1893, 5; La Esquella de la Torratxa, 6 September 1895, 570; La
Esquella de la Torratxa, 3 January 1913, 14-15.

32 ElDiluvio, 29 September 1892, 8221; for elephants in US zoos, in particular the Boston
Zoo and the very similar media coverage of The Post: Hanson, Animal Attractions, 66-67.
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neither a good deed nor an injustice” was deeply rooted in the West-
ern imagination and dates back at least to the eighteenth century.®

All the elements mentioned so far were typical of a zoo elephant
around 1900: the enormous popularity of the pachyderm, in par-
ticular with children, the constant attempts of visitors to touch the
trunk, and the villains who tried to hurt the elephant by feeding him
dangerous objects. There were numerous parallels, for example, be-
tween Avi and Maharajah, the famous Manchester elephant (1864-
1882),34 and Gunda from the New York Zoo (d. 1915).3

However, each local context conditioned the cultural appropriation
of an elephant. In the following, we will situate Avi within the spe-
cific milieu of Barcelona and Catalonia around 1900. Avi’s zoo years
(1892-1914) coincide with an era of enormous social tensions in Bar-
celona, Catalonia, and Spain, which were repeatedly marked by po-
litical violence. In Barcelona they found their bloody climax in July
1909 in the so-called Setmana Tragica (Tragic Week), an uprising of
the lower classes that was brutally suppressed by the military.*® The
time around 1900 was also the period of the rise of political Catala-
nism, in particular since the sweeping triumph of the Lliga region-
alista in the elections of 1901 and in 1905 on the municipal level in
Barcelona opened a second political fault line between the Catalan
bourgeoisie and the central state in Madrid.

The popular magazines LEsquella de la Torratxa, La Campana de Gra-
cia, and jCu-Cut! published a considerable number of articles and/
or caricatures of Avi during his residency at the zoo.? Initially, that
is to say in the 1890s, these caricatures dealt with topics related to
the zoo and its humorous potential, in particular through the use of
anthropomorphism. Yet later on, the focus of these articles and car-
icatures shifted to local politics.

33 Rothfels, Elephant Trails, 45.

34 Alberti, “Maharajah”.

35 Bender, The Animal Game; Rothfels, Elephant Trails, ch. 4.
36 Ealham, Anarchism.

37 LaEsquella de la Torratxa, 1 October 1896, 631; La Esquella de la Torratxa, 25 December
1896, 820; La Campana de Gracia, 25 July 1908, 3; jCu-Cut!, 7 May 1914, 308-10.
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Avi’s “name recognition” was so potent that even a political satirical
magazine was named after him, LAvi. Setmanari satirich, which ap-
peared between 1906 and 1908. The title head featured an elephant
sitting at a writer’s desk, blowing sheets of paper with its trunk. The
sense of justice attributed to Avi led him into the turbulent realm of
Spanish politics. In a double-page coloured cartoon, the elephant
satin prison with the Catalan flag draped around his waist.*® Avi had
left the zoo’s enclosure only to promptly end up behind bars again,
the joke went (fig. 4).

It was mainly the republican and anti-clerical press that took ad-
vantage of the elephant’s notoriety and powerful image. Apart from
the weekly L’Esquella de la Torratxa, there was also the daily £l Dilu-
vio, whose editorial line was highly critical of the City Council and,
by extension, the municipal zoo and Darder. Avi often represented
a critical citizen of Barcelona: democratically minded and keep-
ing an eye on the powerful. Because of his size and strength, so-
cial hierarchies did not intimidate him. The connection between
the zoo elephant and the political debate was therefore not arbi-
trary, as his incorruptible sense of justice, as well as his intelligence
(he did not fall for attempts to deceive) made him an ideal mouth-
piece for social critique.

From early on El Diluvio took a kind of protective attitude towards
the elephant. The newspaper would not only point the finger at evil-
minded visitors but also lambast the zoo for insufficient care, such
as inadequate housing and lack of food.*® Critical of the establish-
ment and its representatives, such as Darder, we might even inter-
pret this attitude as treating the elephant as a subaltern subject that
needed a strong public voice. In this sense, the elephant was inte-
grated into the middle and lower classes of Barcelona, as El Diluvio
saw itself as their public representative.*

38 LAvi. Setmanari satirich, no. 7/1906, 1-4.

39 ElDiluvio, 29 November 1892, 10134; £l Diluvio, 23 October 1906, 2; £l Diluvio, 30 March
1909, 17.

40 Usingawell-known elephant as a proxy in the public debate about class (and race) was
particularly pronounced in the case of Jumbo (1860-1885) who figured as an “African”
oras aslave; Sethna, “The Memory,” 35; Yeandle, “Jumboism,” 51.
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Avi as a Catalan nationalist in prison.

L'Avi. Setmanari satirich, no. 7/1906,
Biblioteca de Catalunya.
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One dimension that was rather absent in the cultural appropria-
tion of Avi was colonialism. Unlike Great Britain and, later, Germany,
Spain did not rule over any areas where elephants were indigenous.
In the eighteenth century, some of the elephants for the court in Ma-
drid came through the Philippines. Around 1900, the Spanish Empire
was in rapid decline, having lost its last major colonies, the Philip-
pines and Cuba in 1898. The auca to be discussed below imagined
an Italian animal dealer to have brought Avi to Europe from British
India. Therefore, an appropriation of zoo elephants as colonial tro-
phies would not have worked like in other European imperial pow-
ers.* Rather, the public figure of Avi was embroiled in the realm of
local politics.

Having described the varied appropriations of Avi in the Catalan
public sphere, we shall now screen the same sources (the press
coverage) for instances in which we might catch a glimpse of the
corporeal Avi. For example, did he resist the way he was treated?
Arich source in this respect is an article entitled “El ‘Avi’ de Barce-
lona. Un elefante original” from the magazine Alrededor del Mundo.
It was published on 9 June 1899 as the first article in the first is-
sue of the journal. Alrededor del Mundo had its seat in Madrid but
dedicated two entire pages to an elephant from Barcelona. Fur-
thermore, it featured two drawings of Avi: one depicted the feed-
ing practice of the visitors, the other showed Avi grabbing a keeper
with his trunk. We may conclude that the publishers of Alrededor
del Mundo thought such an extra expense would be worthwhile
and impress their first readers (who might had heard about Avi
and wanted to know more). Avi was portrayed as a sympathetic
but headstrong creature who quickly saw through people’s inten-
tions. He was also a “practical elephant,” having been raised in Cat-
alonia. This may be read as an ironic allusion to the business acu-
men of the Catalan bourgeoisie, in contrast to the stereotype of
the “unproductive” capital of Madrid with its royal court and shal-
low culture of representation.

41 OnJumbo: Nance, Animal Modernity; Sethna, “The Memory”; Yeandle, “Jumboism”; on
elephantsin German imperialism Breuer, “Der ‘erste deutsche Elefant’”; also see Hoch-
adel, “Wild at Heart,” 175-79.
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At first glance, this article appears to be just another instance in
the construction of the mediatic figure of Avi. Yet the unsigned ar-
ticle did much more than simply regurgitate the stories that cir-
culated in other newspapers. The journalist from Madrid talked
at length with the director Darder and possibly with the keepers,
gathering information on Avi’s life and his day-to-day experiences
atthe zoo. The article contains several anecdotes that portrayed
Avi as an active animal, signalling what he liked and, in particular,
what he disliked.

The first anecdote was related to a parade with exotic animals at the
Granja Vella on Sunday, September 9, 1883, in which Avi participated.
The occasion was the silver wedding celebration of the Catalan en-
trepreneur Camilo Fabra (1833-1902) hosted by Lluis Marti-Codolar.
There were two accounts of the festivities, a contemporary one from
1883 and the one from Alrededor del Mundo, 16 years later. The report
of 1883 only mentions “two camels, an elephant, a giraffe, and two
golden and silver donkeys” participating.* Avi had no name yet. In
the article from 1899, the parade is described in a much more dra-
matic way. The animals “disguised” themselves and wore the skins
of tigers and panthers. Aviimmediately sensed the “fraud” and was
deeply ashamed to have taken part in such an unworthy farce. He
played along, “but since that day there has been no human means
of making him work, not for anything, not for anyone. He adopted
the form of protest that was most comfortable for him”.4

In 1883, the elephant had only been part of Marti-Codolar’s private
zoo for at most two years and was still a blank slate in the eyes of the
public. The enormous popularity of the elephant allowed the jour-
nalist from Alrededor del Mundo to re-imagine the animal parade. In
retrospect, he ascribed Avi the leading role in an “Indian caravan”.
The journalist interpreted the animal pageant of 1883 through the
lens of 1899, that is to say, with the now-famous Avi in mind, project-
ing his personality back. Sharp intellect and irreverence were part of
his character as well as his “refusal to work”.

42 Lallustracion Musical, 15 September 1883, 4.
43 Alrededor del Mundo, 9 June 1899, 4.
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Another anecdote featured Josep Collaso (1857-1926), several times
mayor of Barcelona. During a visit to the zoo accompanied by Darder,
Collaso twice tried to slip Avi an empty candy wrapper while both
men laughed at the animal. While the elephant was forbearing the
first time, the second time he knocked the mayor down with his
trunk. Did the journalist embellish the story for dramatic effect? Pos-
sibly yes, but seen through the eyes of today’s ethology, Avi’s reac-
tion seems plausible. Elephants do not take it lightly if they are de-
ceived and might react violently. In any case, the message about
Avi’s character, patient only to a point, was clear.

In yet another anecdote from the article in Alrededor del Mundo, il-
lustrated by one of the drawings, Avi grasped one of the keepers
with his trunk and deposited him on the roof of the elephant house
(fig. 5). While this story defies credibility, there was a realistic back-
drop. The keeper was new, and there is evidence from other sources
that Avi reacted violently to this “intruder”. A newspaper article from
1897 (which may be the basis for this anecdote) reported that Avi
was assigned a new keeper whom he struck down. The journalist
suspected that the elephant was still very much attached to his old
keeper.** An article from 1914 told a similar story from Avi’s time at
the Granja Vella. Once more, he had been assigned a new keeper,
not the one he had gotten on so well with. Displeased with this situ-
ation, Avi went on a “hunger strike” until Darder understood what the
problem was and reinstalled the old keeper.*> Avi seemed to have
preferred keepers he knew to new ones—exactly what one would
expect from a current perspective. Elephants build personal rela-
tionships with keepers and clearly show their preferences. Avi knew
whom he trusted and was able to signal through his behaviour that
he wanted the keeper he had been used to back. We might interpret
this as resisting in the sense described by Nance, which is not with
a capital R but a lowercase one.*®

44 L’Esquella de la Torratxa, 16 July 1897, 445-46.

45 LEsquella de la Torratxa, 8 May 1914, 310-11.

46 Nance, Entertaining Elephants, 9-10. Also see Pearson, “Beyond ‘Resistance’; Pouillard,
“The Silence”.
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Unhappy with the new
keeper, Avi grabs him.
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The close reading of the article in Alrededor del Mundo and other
sources brings several instances of resistance or outright violence
on Avi’s part to the fore. As regards the level of aggression, these
episodes were mostly couched in harmless anecdotes that serve a
double purpose. They are meant to entertain the readers, but also
to “save” the creature’s benign character. The mediatic figure Avi
could by no means be a rogue elephant. Journalists tended to at-
tribute the elephant’s violent conduct to his sense of justice rather
than animal resistance, or, as the Alrededor del Mundo article put it,
his sense of “independence”.

In the same way that Avi’s occasional outburst or “obstructive be-
haviour” was glossed over or diluted with humour, the structural
violence against him, both institutional (captivity, inadequate con-
ditions and isolation) and public (mistreatment by visitors), was
ignored, downplayed, or faded out. Yet again, a close reading of
newspaper reports reveals several incidents in which Avi must have
suffered. Contrary to the well-crafted narrative that the “percep-
tive” Avi always detected the dangerous objects passed to him as
food, in all likelihood, he ingested cigarettes, needles, matches, or
even some form of poison on numerous occasions.*” Once, the zoo
personnel stopped Avi from swallowing a lockpick that might have
killed him.#®

On another occasion, the elephant had stuck his trunk over the out-
side wall of the zoo and a worker passing by had hurt him with an
iron rod.*® Over the years, there were several reports of indigestion
or, more generally, of the elephant being sick.* In contrast to the di-
rect agressions just mentioned, we might consider these features as
forms of indirect violence.

In two articles of L’Esquella de la Torratxa, Avi’s seemingly uncon-
trolled consumption of buns and baguettes provided the occasion
for social criticism. When the elephant seemed ill, Darder and the

47 ElDiluvio, 26 November 1892, Ed. Mafiana, 10066.

48 La Publicidad, 4 May 1899, 2.

49 La Dinastia, 9 May 1896, 2.

50 Darder, “Parque zooldgico,” 1; La Vanguardia, 10 October 1896, 2.
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City Hall were alarmed, only to realize that it was merely indigestion,
while so many people in Barcelona had not enough to eat.”’ Con-
trasting supposedly well-fed zoo animals with the starving popula-
tion of the urban lower classes was a widespread trope in newspaper
articles on zoos, often more of a staple joke than serious criticism.>
Once more, a real problem of Avi’s everyday life was transformed
into something else, namely entertainment, that had nothing to do
with the underlying facts (as we know today): inadequate food.

According to these articles, Darder was able to help Avi when he
was sick or injured. The zoo director, whom Avi had known since he
picked him up in Genova, was portrayed as his continuous carer yet
no specifics regarding the treatment were divulged.

Around 1900, the institution of the zoo was occasionally denounced
as an “animal prison”.>* Criticism was launched at the miserable
state in which the animals of the Barcelona Zoo, including the ele-
phant, had to live out their existence.>* Avi’s condition as a captive
was pointed out, using the word “slavery”.>® Yet this critical com-
ment was reined in and placated immediately. “Comfortably set-
tled, lacking nothing to make him happy—if one dispenses with
the slavery in which he finds himself —with an enclosure in which
to spread himself out”.*® The day after his death, one newspaper
article summed up all the gossip around why Avi was in such a ter-
rible state. According to one rumour, “he wanted to escape and
broke a leg falling”.>” On this occasion, Darder could do nothing to
save the star of his zoo. We may assume that many Barcelonese felt
deeply saddened hearing about the loss of the animal they had vis-
ited, cheered, fed and touched so many times over the years. Yet as

51 L’Esquella de la Torratxa, 2 December 1892, 788; L’Esquella de la Torratxa, 4 June 1897,
342-43.

52 Hochadel, “Wild at Heart,” 75.

53 Rothfels, Elephant Trails, 87, on the “imprisonment” of the elephant Gunda in the New
York Zoo around 1900.

54 Fora particularly sharp criticism of Darder and the City Hall which accuses them of ne-
glect, see £/ Diluvio, 30 March 1909, 17.

55 Alrededor del Mundo, 9 June 1899, 4.

56 Guibernau, Barcelona, s.p.

57 LaVanguardia, 2 May 1914, 8.
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we saw at the start of the article, the media machinery, in particu-
lar the caricatures, was primed to draw entertainment even from
Avi’s death.®

Avi’s Auca —the Life of an Elephant as a Comic

We shall now turn to the auca “Lelefant del Parch” from 1895, a visual
biography of Avi telling his journey from the “Indian jungle” to the Eu-
ropean metropolis (fig. 6). An auca is a large illustrated broadsheet
print (in this case 55 x 35.5 cm) that contains forty-eight images,
each explained by a short caption—a comic of sorts.* These prints
were sold at news-stands and bookstores, either loose or enclosed
within a magazine. Their thematic spectrum was broad: everyday
life, history, politics, even religion. There is no other auca dedicated
exclusively to one individual animal, which underscores Avi’s high
level of recognition among the Catalan public.

In the following, we shall first summarize the content of the auca and
then discuss what clues we might glean from this visual source in or-
derto reconstruct Avi’s biography. The first eighteen images narrate
his life in India. In a sequence of six images, dark-coloured people
(“Indians”) fail to capture Avi despite the use of various tricks. The
clever elephant knows how to hide and chases his hunters (called
“fanatics of the god Buddha”) away. Next, the artist’s imagination
summons a British colonialist. The “English traveller” wears a pith
helmet and eats a “bisteck” (beefsteak). Avi secretly steals a bottle
of wine from him and uncorks it. The elephant is eventually captured
by an “Italian tamer” who brings him to Europe, where he runs a cir-
cus. In the “Circus of Paris,” Avi quickly learns how to delight the audi-
ence with his tricks. But one night, he escapes and causes chaos and
destruction on the “boulevard”. After having had coffee, he calms
down and eats all the bread he can find in a bakery. Eventually, Avi
is captured and reappears in the circus, yet he becomes uncontrol-
lable, assaulting spectators during the performance.

58 jCu-Cut/13.27,7 May 1914, 308; L’Esquella de la Torratxa, 8 May 1914, 305; L'Esquella de la
Torratxa, 10 July 1914, 456-57.
59 Mestre, Diccionari d’Historia, 75.
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“Tired of his mischiefs,” the Italian circus director sells Avi to Marti-
Codolar, and the elephant arrives in Barcelona by train. In the last
fourteen images, his interaction with visitors is illustrated in a vari-
ety of ways: his insatiable hunger for rolls and fruit, the punishment
of ill-intentioned men who try to slip him a lit cigarette qua splashing
water, his love for children, and his characterization as “wise, calm,
and patient”. This last part of the auca condensed the numerous
press articles that described Avi’s behaviour, which we have looked
atin the previous section.

The part dealing with the period before Avi arrived in Barcelona, i.e.,
his youth in India (replete with racist stereotypes and colonial imag-
inaries) and his time in a French circus, is a complete fabrication. We
shall now tease out the implicit and explicit references of the auca
to the circus. Uncorking a wine bottle, for example, was a typical
trick that elephants performed in circuses at that time.*® The “Italian
tamer” who brings Avi to Europe might have referred to the Italian
animal trader and circus impresario Luis Cabafias/Luigi Cavanna (d.
1916), who had settled in Madrid. In 1883/84, Cavanna took charge of
the “Casa de Fieras” (House of Beasts), a menagerie located in the
Parque del Buen Retiro. He staged his animal show several times in
Barcelona in the 1870s and 1880s.5" In other words, in 1895, the year
of the auca’s creation, he would have been known well enough in
Barcelona to figure as the “Italian tamer”.

The boundary between the circus and the zoo was permeable, es-
pecially with regard to show animals such as elephants.®? Often,
zoo elephants had previously worked in the circus ring—or they
even changed by season, i.e., they spent the winter in the zoo and
the summer in the circus. Well documented is the case of the ele-
phant Fritz, born in 1870 and nearly the same age as Avi. Fritz was
part of the elephant group in the circus Barnum & Bailey, tour-
ing France in 1902. By then, Fritz was already considered relatively

60 Rothfels, “Elephants, Ethics, and History,” 101.

61 December 1876 to March 1877, May/June 1887, and again between May and August 1888;
March, Barcelona Freak Show, 125-27.
62 Bender, The Animal Game; Rothfels, Elephant Trails, 155.
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old (i.e., losing value) and “difficult” to handle. On a public parade
through the city of Tours on June 11, 1902, the keepers temporar-
ily lost control of the elephant. The senior manager of the circus,
Joseph McCaddon, decided to put him down. Fritz was strangled
in public.®® Similarly, in 1913, the German circus Sarrasani gave the
elephant called Little Cohn to the Posen Zoo (today Poznan) be-
cause he could hardly be held in check anymore. He even escaped
once, causing the circus director to wound the elephant with his
revolver.®*

Escapes of “wild” animals from zoos and circuses made international
headlines at the time (as they still do today). These two episodes fea-
turing Fritz and Little Cohn may be read as “counter-stories,” reflect-
ing the violence circus elephants were subjected to in case of “devi-
ant behaviour”. The artist of the auca could not have known about
these posterior incidents. Yet he must have heard about the break-
out of the elephant Pizarro in Madrid in April 1865, which eventually
morphed into an oft repeated anecdote as he reimagined this part
of the story with Avi on the boulevards of Paris. After leaving a trail
of destruction in the city, Pizarro stopped at a bakery in the central
Calle de Alcala, stuffed himself with pastries and could hence be
captured without difficulty.®

The readers of Spanish newspapers would regularly come across sto-
ries of circus elephants injuring or even killing people.®® Entertaining
tales such as Pizarro in the Madrilenian bakery or the escape of Avi
onto the boulevard in Paris were concocted for public consumption,
glossing over the violence involved. Nevertheless, the circus section
of the auca reflects at least some degree of reality of the life of ele-
phants in Europe around 1900, moving in revolving doors between
the circus and the zoo.

63 Nance, Entertaining Elephants, 162-64; Ménager, La tragique histoire.

64 Szczygielska, “Elephant empire,” 799; Szczygielska, “Animating Capture,” 19.

65 La Discusion [Madrid], 6 April 1865, 3; La llustracion Espafiola y Americana, 8 July 1873,
419-20; Simon, El Retiro, 67-130.

66 Two examples from 1882: La Vanguardia, 21 August 1882, 5 (circus elephant escaping
and injuring people in Troy, Michigan, US); La Vanguardia, 8 November 1882, 2 (elephant
killing a woman in Rouen, France).
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The auca can be understood as the artistic condensation of the pres-
ence of elephants in the Spanish public sphere at the end of the
nineteenth century. We find a mixture of stereotypes as well as re-
ality fragments concerning circus elephants. The auca includes the
“mischiefs” perpetrated by Avi in the circus but transforms his “devi-
ance” into visual entertainment.

Avi in Action —Postcards as a Window
to Animal Experiences

Avi entered the public stage in 1892 and rose to local and even na-
tional fame in the following years—“just in time” for the eruption
of the postcard as a mass medium in Spain around 1900.°7 The first
postcard featuring Avi was likely published in 1902. By 1914, the
year of his death, roughly seventy different postcards of the cap-
tive elephant had been issued.®® This enormous quantity and va-
riety of these postcards provide the source corpus of this section.
On one hand, it shows the carefully constructed image of Avi as a
“happy” inhabitant of the Barcelona Zoo. On the other hand, from
the perspective of current-day ethology (as consulted with Franziska
Horner), these postcards contain intriguing pointers to the real-life
experiences of the Barcelona elephant.

Zoo postcards were commercial products and featured images that
would appeal to customers, portraying the zoo as an amenable
space where visitors would enjoy the exhibition of “exotic” animals.
The enormous popularity of the elephant was of concrete commer-
cial value in what has been labelled the “consumption of the exot-
ic”.% The postcards featuring Avi were produced and sold by pri-
vate companies. Generally, these postcards formed part of a series,
for example, showing the highlights of Barcelona. In other words,
Avifeatured alongside the cathedral or the Sagrada Familia as one
of the major sites of the city. The fact that between 1902 and 1914
over seventy different motifs were printed, indicates that Avi-post-
cards were enduring bestsellers. Exact figures are difficult to come

67 Teixidor Cadenas, La tarjeta postal.
68 Postcard collection of Assumpta Rafel, Barcelona.
69 Jones, “The Sight of Creatures”.
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by, but the print run of a single postcard was in the thousands. It
was not until 1909/10 that the Junta, the board overseeing the zoo,
reacted and issued their own series of zoo postcards.” The series
included ten different animals including Avi, with a total print run
of over thirty thousand. In an attempt to distance themselves from
the more “sensationalist” postcards, the Junta deliberately opted
for black-and-white postcards without the zoo background (in par-
ticular, without the visitors) and presenting the depicted animals
not in motion, but still, as objects of zoology and hence, as a me-
dium of instruction.

The private companies operated very differently in their image selec-
tion. Photos for Avi postcards were selected for their visual impact.
The spatial context of the zoo (the elephant paddock, the visitors,
the long row of enclosures) was more prominent in the Avi postcards
than in most photos we know (which tend to focus more on the ele-
phant alone). As much as possible, zoo postcards tried to avoid dis-
playing the bars of enclosures to deter any notion of an imprisoned
or even suffering animal. Many of these images created an idyllic or
lively scene with the pachyderm as a central actor and the visitors
as “extras,” sometimes as a smaller group of people, sometimes as
a large crowd. The photos were often shot from the side with Avi to
the right and the public to the left to capture their interaction. The
postcards show the elephant raising his trunk in the air or reaching
out over the fence, sometimes making direct contact with the public.
Avi constantly begged for food from the visitors, opening his mouth
so the onlookers could aim at it with the buns they had brought. El-
ephants need such large quantities of food that they basically never
stop asking for it in a captive situation. The begging behaviour was
not conditioned by the visitors; at most, it was enhanced. Ingest-
ing so much bread, a poor diet (too much sugar and few nutrients),
is detrimental to elephant teeth which wear out faster. At least one
postcard shows the bad state of his dentition. Another feature that
many of the postcards reveal, is the discolouration of his skin. There
was a large white stain on the top of his head and a white line all

70 AH-MCNB, Id0605.

Humanimalia 16.1 (2025)



Hochadel, Avi| 109

along his spine. The lack of micro- and macronutrients in Avi’s diet
might have been the cause of this dermatosis.

Avi lived in social isolation, without seeing another elephant for over
thirty years. Smaller zoos never had more than one elephant at the
time. Yet elephants are highly social animals. With today’s know-
ledge about the physiological and social needs of elephants, we
understand the traumatic experiences that zoo elephants suffered
around 1900."

Completely isolated elephants have a short life expectancy. It
seems reasonable that the visitors of the Barcelona Zoo provided
Avi at least some form of social contact which helped him to carry
on. In the vast majority of the postcards, the elephant was always
positioned at the fence, his trunk directed at the visitors. Avi often
stretched his trunk out over the barriers while people tried to touch
it, as dozens of postcards show (fig. 7). For the zoo visitors, this was
part of the ritual of visiting the elephant paddock, which Avi seems
to have “enjoyed” too. There are numerous images of other zoo el-
ephants from the same period, and the dramaturgy is the same. As
Rothfels put it: “photographs of hands outstretched to trunks re-
side in the archives of every Western zoo”.” Apart from a few minor
incidents mentioned above, Avi seems to not have hurt anybody in
twenty-two years despite it being a frequent occurrence for other
z00 elephants at the time. This is even more remarkable given the
daily close contact between the elephant and visitors. One post-
card shows a boy sitting on the fence with his back to Avi, and easily
within stroke distance of his powerful trunk—a very “risky” exposure.
This suggests that Avi “behaved well” in the eyes of his human con-
temporaries. Conversely, judging by the visual evidence of the post-
cards, Avi showed no signs of mistreatment (wounds, scars, neglect).
That might explain why, despite adverse conditions, he reached the
high (for a zoo elephant at the time) age of over forty years. Darder
and his keepers must have been capable of providing some basic
71 The detrimental effects of social isolation to the well-being of elephants in captivity

have been amply documented, e.g., Kurt and Garai, “Stereotypies”. Also see Wemmer/
Christen, Elephants and Ethics.

72 Rothfels, “Touching Animals,” 43.
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Touching Avi—the zoo visitor’s
favoured pastime.
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care for Avi to grow that old, however inadequate it might be from
a modern perspective.

The sources provide, at most, some indirect clues about what this
care consisted of. A critical issue with captive elephants is the growth
of their toenails due to the reduced wear, as they walk far less than
in the wild. The photo of the dead Avi (see fig. 2) shows that the toe-
nails of the front legs had been trimmed while the ones of the hind
legs were overgrown. The postcards on which the toenails are visi-
ble show no overgrowth. This indicates that the Barcelona Zoo was
aware of the need to cut them.

Many of the postcards show evidence of the activity of Avi’s tem-
poral glands. These glands, situated halfway between the eyes and
ears, produce a secretion related to emotions. The secretion exudes
a strong smell and is a means of attracting attention. One postcard
shows a dark ring around the temporal glands indicating a very recent
secretion. Some postcards show a white scabby crust (generally rare),
indicating that the secretion has hardened and that the temporal
glands were very active. The secretions could be related to stress and
negative sensations but also (less frequently) to joyful experiences.

The interpretation of the seventy Avi postcards is a very good exam-
ple how pictorial sources may be read against their original inten-
tions (to entertain their buyers by suggesting that Avi led a happy
life in the Barcelona Zoo) in order to reconstruct, at least to some
degree, his real-life experiences.

Avi’s Architecture —Living in Restricted Quarters

This section deals with the enclosures that were designed for Avi to
stage him as an “exotic” creature. At the same time, it tries to recon-
struct what this orientalist architecture meant for the everyday life
of the elephant. Already during his time at the Granja Vella, Avi was
housed in a paddock with a peculiar outlook. The roof consisted
of a semicircle with an ornament at the top (see fig. 3). In the zoo
there was an “elephant tower” (our term) at the back of Avi’s pad-
dock, a tall but not very wide building including a merely ornamental
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roof (see fig. 8). Its architectural style may be considered to be ne-
omudéjar, characterized by uncovered brick and orientalizing ele-
ments such as the pointed entrance. It was built by municipal ar-
chitect Pere Falqués, known for his peculiar style, who oversaw the
construction of the buildings in the Parc de la Ciutadella.” Falqués
built several markets in Barcelona with high roofs. These were sup-
posed to provide sufficient ventilation, and it seems that the con-
struction of the “elephant tower” followed the same rationale.’

If we contextualize Avi’s enclosure within zoo architecture of the late
nineteenth century, both parallels and differences, owed to the local
context, emerge. To present animals from other continents as “ex-
otic,” animal houses were built while taking part in the cultural ap-
propriation of non-European fauna. The temples, palaces and pa-
godas in Western zoos were meant to evoke the animals’ countries
of origin.”> As Dorothee Brantz put it: “This conflation of animal dis-
plays and cultural signification underscored how zoos functioned to
cultivate nature and simultaneously naturalize culture.”” The most
emblematic example of this “zoo orientalism” was the monumen-
tal elephant pagoda built in 1873 in the Zoologische Garten of Ber-
lin. “Peripheral” zoos attempted similar feats on a smaller scale.”

Avi’s tower may hardly be described as an Indian temple, unlike, for
example, structures in other “peripheral” zoos. In Adelaide, Basel, and
Buenos Aires, the elephant was housed in a temple-like structure that
was supposed to evoke “India” in the eyes of the visitors.” The ec-
lectic style of the Barcelona elephant tower refers in a more idiosyn-
cratic way to the “Orient” rather than specifically to India. This would
support the argument that the imaginaries created around Avi lacked
an explicit colonial dimension. Rather, the elephant tower needs to
be understood in the framework of Falqués’s municipal architecture.

73 Molet, Pere Falqués.

74 Information provided by Joan Molet.

75 Wessely, Kiinstliche Tiere, 99-102; also Rothfels, Savages and Beasts, 35.

76 Brantz, “Metropolitan Natural Histories,” 34.

77 Loisel, Rapport, 152.

78 Anderson, “Culture and Nature,” 282; Burkhardt, Der Zoologische Garten, 31; Coutaud,
“Le Jardin Zoologique”.
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Avi’s “elephant tower”.

Postcard collection Assumpta Rafel, Barcelona.
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Now, let us ask how far the enclosure corresponded to the needs
of an elephant. The paddock contained a small square water-filled
pond for Avi to drink from and to spray the visitors on occasion.
The pond was very shallow, more like a waterhole. In 1893, Darder
claimed that the elephant “has a bath sufficiently large for the
space allowed by the facility in which he is being held, for sol-
ace during the hot season,” but it seems like that was a massive
exaggeration.”

From a modern perspective, the cramped housing of Avi’s enclo-
sure was entirely inadequate. His rectangular paddock might have at
most measured eight metres (breadth) by around ten metres (depth);
so roughly eighty square metres including the surface of the build-
ing. The ground was covered with cobblestones. The enclosure was
bounded by a metal fence of around two metres in height. It allowed
Avi to nudge his head over the fence and direct his trunk to the vis-
itors. As was the custom in many zoos at the time, the visitors had
to stay behind a (smaller) fence, leaving a space of around two and
a half metres between the two fences. In the enclosures next to the
elephant paddock, the distance between the two fences was only
about half as much. Yet this range still allowed for physical contact
between the end of the outstretched trunk of the elephant and the
extended arm of the visitor (see fig. 7). This proximity enabled several
ways of interacting, such as touching the tip of the trunk or hand-
ing the elephant food.

Being the major attraction of the zoo, his enclosure was constantly
beleaguered with onlookers expecting him to react to their cheer-
ing. This must have meant a high level of stress for Avi. Yet as Darder
observed early on, when Avi had eaten enough buns, he withdrew
“from public view, taking refuge in the chalet that serves as his bed-
room and closing the door himself”# So it seems as if the construc-
tion of his lodgings, in particular the door of the tower, allowed for
some autonomy that Avi made good use of. The elephant went

79 Darder, “Parque zooldgico,” 1.

80 Darder, “Parque zooldgico,” 1. One may doubt though that the elephant withdrew vol-
untarily as long as there was a prospect of receiving more food (Franziska Horner).

Humanimalia 16.1 (2025)



Hochadel, Avi| 115

inside “so nobody would disturb him,” a magazine article claimed. If
they called on him, he would open the door to see what they wanted.
“What he does not allow is the door being closed from outside. He
gets furious and destroys everything when he feels like a prisoner
and breaks down the door.”® (It was this iron door where he hurt
himself fatally in 1914.)

Although it was never mentioned in the sources, Avi was likely
chained during the nighttime, as was common practice in the zoos
atthe time (and is still practised today in some zoos). Only the photo
(seefig. 2) of the dead Avi (and there are well over a hundred photos
of the living Avi) shows a rope tied to his back right foot. This photo
also provides the best evidence of the surface of the paddock—it
was covered with cobblestones. Part of the ground had been ripped
up, perhaps in an effort to make it softer during his last agonizing
days, as a pile of cobblestones is visible just outside the fence, and
the dead Avi lay on the bare soil. From today’s perspective, a hard
surface (stones or concrete) is detrimental to the health of the feet
of elephants; sand is much better. In none of the photos are the
soles of Avi’s feet visible, but they might not have been in a good
state, given the constant exposure to the hard surface.

So far, no sources on the planning of the elephant enclosure could
be found. The elephant tower was probably occupied by Avi’s suc-
cessors until the early 1960s, when the Barcelona Zoo underwent
major reconstructions and expansion.® It was then torn down to
be replaced by a different kind of enclosure for smaller animals. The
lower part of the former “elephant tower” is still physically there. As
of 2025, it is at the back of an empty enclosure, covered and not
recognizable from the outside. These small rooms serve as a stor-
age space “behind the scenes” of the zoo and are only accessible
to zoo personnel. The open red bricks where Avi rested at night are
still visible.®

81 Alrededor del Mundo, 9 June 1899, 4-5.
82 Carandell, De les gabies.

83 Thisdiscovery was made by the Barcelona Zoo keeper Damia Gibernet. | thank him for
showing me around this “backstage area”.
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Avi’s Afterlife — a Skeleton Full of Clues

This section contrasts the popular narratives about the “famous el-
ephant” that have been spun since Avi’s death with clues that this
mortal remains, his skeleton, may hold. Even though in May 1915 an
elephant named Julia replaced Avi, and the Barcelona Zoo has had
at least one elephant ever since, he remains by far its best-known el-
ephant.® Both the Barcelona Zoo and the Natural History Museum
fully appropriated Avi beyond his death.® The elephant is still very
present in the way the zoo commemorates its history.® Avi also
prominently figures in the “history section” of the zoo’s website.®’
In popular accounts and in newspaper articles addressing the his-
tory of the zoo, Avi is often mentioned.®®

His story rewrites itself over and over again using a more or less fixed
set of elements. The main ingredients are his provenance from the
collection of Marti-Codolar, that the Catalans called him Avi because
they could not pronounce “Baby,” that he was very popular, and that
he became the first “animal star” of the Barcelona Zoo, long before
the famous albino gorilla Floquet de Neu (ca. 1965-2003).

Avi’s lasting fame is also due to his continued physical presence as a
museum object. As the dead Avi “predicted” in the caricature, he was
indeed stuffed and also mounted as a skeleton. His mortal remains
were transformed by Lluis Soler i Pujol, the taxidermist of the museum
and a disciple of Darder.® Already in late January 1915, both Avi’s skel-
eton and his taxidermically prepared hide were exhibited side by side
first in the Museu Martorell and then, since 1917, in the nearby Castell
de Tres Dragons, which was the main building of the Natural History
Museum until 2010 when that site was closed to the public.®® While the

84 Except forafew yearsaround 1940, Jonch, El Zoo de Barcelona, 49-55.

85 See, e.g., Masriera, £l Museu Martorell, 60.

86 Jonch, El Zoo de Barcelona, 49; Pons, El parc zoologic, 21, 44, 48, 51-53; Venteo, “La Ci-
utadella,” 45-46.

87 https://zoobarcelona.cat/es/conoce-el-zoo, last accessed 15 July 2025.

88 E.g,Catanzaro, “Animales ocultos”; Theros, “El primer zoologic”; March, Barcelona Freak
Show, 108-110.

89 Viladevall and Carandell, £l Taxidermista, 81-82.

90 ElDiluvio, 27 January 1915, 1, La Vanguardia, 1 February 1915, 2; £l Dia grdfico, 8 February
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hide had to be discarded in the 1980s due to degradation, the skele-
ton was restored in 2008. In an exhibition on the history of natural his-
tory museums entitled “Nature or Culture”, which ran from December
2023 to July 2025, Avi’s skeleton was the first object to greet the visitor
entering the site (see fig. 9).” Both buildings, the Museu Martorell and
the Castell de Tres Dragons, are located on the other side of the Parc
de la Ciutadella, just a few hundred meters away from where Avi’s ele-
phant tower stood. In other words, with short interruptions, his skele-
ton has been on display for over a century, and several generations of
visitors, including numerous school classes, were told the story of Avi.

The afterlife of famous animals as museum exhibits has already
caught the attention of historians.” Sam Alberti argues that the tran-
sition from the zoo to the museum is not a matter of “a simple pas-
sage from nature to culture [...] Zoo elephants [...] are a blend of cul-
tural and natural”.® There are numerous examples of zoo or circus
elephants who have been exhibited for well over a century, such as
Maharajah (taxidermy in two museums in Manchester), Jumbo (skel-
eton in the American Museum of Natural History, New York), or Fritz
(taxidermy in the Musée des Beaux-Arts, Tours). The skeleton of Lit-
tle Cohn was exhibited between 1929 and 1944 in Poznan’s Colle-
gium Anatomicum, when it was destroyed by an air raid.** These mu-
seum mounts serve as crystallization points to tell and retell the life
story of the elephants.

Yet Avi’s skeleton might also hold information with respect to the
corporeal elephant. His remains reveal that he did not suffer from
arthrosis. The bones of the extremities appear to be in good condi-
tion and were not worn down. The lesion of the front left leg is visible
insofar as a small part of the bone is missing. It had been patched
over with a white mass, probably already by Soler i Pujol. With one
leg injured, Avi would not have ventured to lie down for fear of not

1915, 6.
91 https://museuciencies.cat/en/exposicio_temporal/natura-o-cultura, last accessed 15
July 2025. The author of this paper collaborated in the design of the exhibition.

92 Alberti, The Afterlives.
93 Alberti, “Maharajah,” 52.
94 Szczygielska, “Animating Capture,” 38.
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The skeleton of Avi, greeting
the visitors to an exhibition
in the Museu Martorell.
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getting up again. A possible scenario is that the wound led to an in-
fection that eventually caused a fatal sepsis. This would explain Avi’s
sudden collapse on 1 May 1914.

For some time, zoologists had suspected that Avi was, in fact, a fe-
male. Male elephants periodically enter a state called musth, “which

usually produces erratic and aggressive behavior”.? There are no re-
ports that Avi turned exceedingly difficult at any stage and as men-
tioned before, there were hardly any incidents where people got
hurt. Avi initially had no tusks and only grew some short ones, called

tushes, later on, as is the case with roughly fifty percent of female

Asian elephants; the other half not growing any at all. The upper part
of the skull of a male is domed and has two cusps, while the skull of
females is rather flat. The shape of Avi’s skull is ambiguous and does
not provide clear evidence.

The skeleton also offers a pathway to Avi’s genetic code. In 2023, a
DNA sample was extracted from an upper-thigh bone, but the qual-
ity of the material proved insufficient to determine Avi’s sex. A sec-
ond attempt in November 2025 was more successful: according to
the DNA sequenced Avi was indeed a female. Further DNA analysis
could even provide clues about Avi’s geographic origin, i.e., where
exactly in Southeast Asia the elephant was born.?® Writing his, or
rather, her biography is an ongoing process.

Alternative Avis —an Ongoing Biography

This article started by contrasting two visualisations of the dead Avi:
a caricature meant to entertain and a shocking photo of the lifeless
body. In the course of this article, we surveyed a large number of
sources, textual, visual, and material: newspaper and magazine arti-
cles, the auca, postcards, the elephant enclosure, and Avi’s skeleton.

The media coverage, enhanced by visual media such as caricatures,
created the public persona of Avi in collaboration with the zoo-going

95 Irwin, Stoner and Cobaugh, Zookeeping, 299; on the issue of musth in Asian elephants
see LaDue et al,, “Social Behavior”.
96 Information provided by Javier Quesada.
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Barcelonese. Although this persona was made up of a diverse as-
sembly of tropes and imaginaries, some stable features emerged.
Avi was constructed as a respected “citizen” of Barcelona, a friend
of children, as wise and justice-loving. He was patient and forgiving
to a point, but would castigate evildoers. This character, along with
his name recognition in the public sphere, even turned him into a
reference point for Catalan politics.

Throughout the article, we have tried to draw parallels with other
zoo or circus elephants, and there are indeed many. This compari-
son showed that each local context conditioned their appropriation.
The specific historical constellation of fin-de-siecle Barcelona distin-
guished the case of Avi from the nationalist or imperialist appropri-
ations of other celebrity elephants of the time, such as Jumbo. He
was neither framed as a colonial trophy, nor did he epitomise the
(declining) colonial power of Spain (as was the case with other Eu-
ropean colonial powers). Rather, the elephant became a prism for
the enormous social tensions of the time.

Depending on the medium, Avi’s characterisation oscillated between
different political factions: the increasingly nationalist Catalan bour-
geoisie, the republican, and left-leaning voices, all using the elephant
to espouse their social critique. Publications such as £/ Diluvio and
L’Esquella de la Torratxa fashioned Avi as a watchdog of the ruling
elites. These overlapping images resulted in anything but a mono-
lithic persona. The mediatic figure Avi thus also reflected different
attempts of appropriation. Thus the tensions of Barcelona and Cat-
alan culture around 1900 along the two fault-lines we named: na-
tional identity and social class.

This article set out to recover the “real” Avi, i.e., to reconstruct the ex-
periences of Barcelona’s first zoo elephant. To disentangle the cor-
poreal Avi from mere cultural representations of the animal turned
out to be a historiographical challenge, as the former can be recon-
structed to a large degree only by using the latter. The entertaining
piece in Alrededor del Mundo is also the source that provides the
most clues for reconstructing Avi’s agency. Even in a medium as
fully geared toward public consumption and entertainment as the
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auca, we could discern some reality fragments about elephants in
circuses. To insist on a fundamental distinction between the two,
the material and the mediatic, does not seem feasible, as they are
so closely interwoven.

Screening the newspaper articles for evidence of Avi resisting, or at
least reacting in specific ways, to the situation he was subjected to
proved fruitful. It seems that he was able to maintain a certain de-
gree of autonomy: retaining the keeper he was used to and interact-
ing with the zoo crowd for as long as he felt like it before withdrawing
into his tower which he arguably considered his refuge, closing the
door after himself. Although the idea of “elephantine justice,” which
El Diluvio used as a title for one of their articles, is a human trope,
this is not to say that Avi did not react in a very specific way to visi-
tors who intended to annoy or even hurt him, a behaviour that we
humans might call retributive.

o«

Avi’s “deviant” or even violent behaviour towards some visitors and
new keepers was routinely glossed over by the journalists report-
ing on the star of the zoo. The image the Catalan media had created
of Avi would not allow for negative character traits. This would have
only changed, as happened to other zoo or circus elephants at the
time, if Avi had committed a “true” misdeed such as killing a keeper
(as Fritz had done) or becoming entirely uncontrollable (as Gunda
allegedly had).*

This Barcelona case study suggests that we need to understand zoo
animals as historical, i.e., individual actors. Searching for the corpo-
real Avi, or however the elephant in question might be called, might
yield different elephantine personalities, and in the long run, with
more case studies of captive elephants, a broader and nuanced pic-
ture of how they adapted and reacted to life in a zoo or circus might
emerge. The richness of this case from the early Barcelona Zoo high-
lights the need to overcome the narrow focus on the anglophone
world. In this way the alleged periphery could become epistemo-
logically productive.

97 Rothfels, Elephant Trails, ch. 4.
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As the case of Avi also has shown, zoos and museums tend to main-
tain the well-trodden narratives of their celebrated elephants. These
stories provide entertainment even today, featuring “colourful per-
sonalities” such as Avi, and are often not questioned on their verac-
ity. Itis probably no coincidence that many of the cases mentioned
in this article are from the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, long enough ago not to turn into a PR problem, as modern
z00s have long abandoned the entirely inadequate animal keeping
of those “horrible times”.

Still, this article would like to raise the question of how a zoo or a
natural history museum should commemorate a celebrity animal
that is still present, physically as a skeleton or taxidermy, and dis-
cursively in the numerous accounts of his life that are being regurgi-
tated and retold over and over again. Who should write Avi’s biogra-
phy? In particular, zoos might be hesitant to tell alternative stories of
elephants that had been in their care over a century ago. The Barce-
lona Zoo is regularly in the line of fire of animal rights activists, and
the keeping of the elephants currently displayed there has been se-
verely criticized in the last years as inadequate. Like any other zoo,
the Barcelona Zoo tries to avoid bad press. Still, this does not mean
that less sanitized and more realistic narratives about historic zoo
animals are not possible (see fig. 10).
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Imagining a different Avi.
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