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Beavers: A Case for Animals as Objects

I remember when I was young, my mom had a fur coat that would hang from the back of

her bedroom door, protected by some sort of beige linen wrapping that has long since

disappeared. She would tell me about how the fur was a gift from my dad and how, although she

never wore it, it was very special and expensive. Being a kid, I had no real grasp of that type of

sentimental attachment to objects, especially one that forced me to distance myself from the

things that were special. Never would I have wanted to keep my favorite Playmobil soldiers

hidden away when they were my favorite and treasured items. I was also blithely ignorant of not

only this specific fur, but all fur, its social cachet, and that it once was living. To clarify, I only

recently learned that the fur was—and continues to be—made of beaver pelts. As someone

studying beavers, this was a happy coincidence. Although likely not too happy for the beavers.

Eventually, my parents divorced, rending the fabric of their relationship. So, too, the coat

was transformed, and now it has taken its place as a throw on one of my mom’s armchairs. It’s

no longer a sacred and protected object, but the fur is now used for comfort and warmth,

terminated from its previous position as a status symbol. Now, it’s a blanket for watching Netflix

and a metaphor for introducing think pieces about beavers as animals and as objects.

Unfortunately, and perhaps to Peter Stallybrass’s dismay, this paper does not deal with my

mother’s coat. Instead, I am using a map, a painting, and a hat to explore how representations of,



Holterman 2

and objects made from, beavers situate these buck-toothed builders at the intersection of object

and animal studies. A triptych of media, if you will, allows me to see the wide array and

diversity of representations, as well as engage—at least cursorily—with the important historical

context of the beaver as animal, as fetish, as clothes and perfume, that extends beyond my mom’s

coat that seemed quite inaccessible to me some 20 years ago.

What is clear to me now is that the beaver coat-throw places my family, to speak a bit

generally, within an established practice that incited and sustained the colonization of North

America: the fur trade. The beavers that now sit in my childhood home, draped on a former cow

as it so happens, belong to a lineage of existing within the vicissitudes of life interacting with

humans, and experiencing what it means to be simultaneously animal and object.

An Industry of Beavers

In 1715, Herman Moll created a map as a posthumous gift from Queen Anne of England to

Walter Douglas (the Honourable Walter Dowglass) for his service as Captain General and Chief

Governor of the Leeward Islands. This map’s title, like its provenance, is as exhausting as it is

descriptive: “A New and Exact Map of the Dominions of the King of Great Britain on ye

Continent of North America Containing Newfoundland, New Scotland, New England, New

York, New Jersey, Pensilvania (sic), Maryland, Virginia and Carolina” (Moll). The map is

oriented north to south, stretching from what is today northeastern Québec to southeastern South

Carolina. Text is everywhere on the object and often paragraphs bend and trace the borders

between land, forest, and bodies of water. While metacatographic text fills the map’s empty

spaces, extra-cartographic or marginal images on the other hand, are largely absent from Moll’s
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piece. With the exception of the work’s dedication, the only image on the map is a peculiar

engraving of beavers working on the construction of a dam near Niagara falls. The inscription

reads:

A view of the Industry of the Beavers of Canada making Dams to stop the Course of a

Rivulet in order to form a great Lake, about which they build their Habitations. To Effect

this; they fell large Trees with their Teeth, in such a manner as to make them come Cross

the Rivulet to lay the foundation of the Dam; they make Mortar, work up, and finish the

whole with great order and wonderfull [sic] Dexterity. The Beavers have two doors to

their Lodges, one to the Water and the other to the Land side. According to the French

Accounts. (Moll)

Such a description mythologizes, in a way, the process by which beavers make their dams and

livings, by extension. Moll portrays the beavers as a self-consciously productive group of beings.

The “Industry” that these beavers has established is especially intriguing considering Moll’s

emphasis on its visibility, as something that can not only be captured, replicated, and represented,

but also as a process that is worth including as the sole image on an “exact” map of North

America.

The beavers’ Industry is, as it seems, exceptionally regulated. Moll insists that each

Beaver’s action is “in order to,” “to effect,” or “in such a manner as to” reach a goal,

simultaneously underlining the animal’s main activity—building—and an ability to run an

enterprise similarly to humans. These animals are able to complete their task with “great order

and wonderfull Dexterity,” which almost implies that beyond manual skill, the beavers are able

to think rationally, create hierarchical structures within their families, and develop dam and lodge
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schematics. While it’s unlikely Moll actually believed that, his anthropomorphic description of

the beavers is important. Apart from the moment that reminds us that “they fell large Trees with

their Teeth,” a reader can forget that are agents are beavers and not human.

Until now, I have refrained from showing an image of the maps in order to focus Moll’s

textual description of the industry of beavers. A turn to the actual engraving will reveal further

striking aspects about this maps depiction of beavers.
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To elicit a more thorough analysis of this image, I’ll follow what I believe to be a chronological

sequence of dam building that the engraving attempts to show. On the left-hand side, two leonine

beavers gnaw on the only surviving tree in the foreground. This nearly-felled tree seemingly

extends into the background, as well, creating a visual contrast between the destruction caused

by the Industry of Beavers and the virgin, unchewed wood at the top of the falls. The beavers’

work is efficient and total. Moving slightly downhill and to the right of the masticating workers

are three figures in various stages and modes of work. The first figure on the left appears

hunches over its cache of timber, gripping the wood and firmly planted on all four feet, this

beaver is actively chewing the smaller branches. The second, middle figure appears more upright

than the first, depicted in a transformative moment between crouched on all fours and standing

on hind feet. This beaver seems to be representative of a move away from the animalistic mode

of working with teeth; an extended arm seems to be drawing the branch away from an open

mouth, perhaps one that is unexpectant of its imminent retirement. Finally, the third beaver on

the right faces away from the viewer, completely mobile on its rear legs, and carrying its burden

slung over its right shoulder, its front paws stabilizing the ends of the wood. The flat tail

seemingly betrays this figures animality, but an otherwise muscled back and profile makes it

difficult to tell for certain weather this beaver is animal or human. Moll’s representations blur the

boundary between human and animal.

Movement away from the foreground toward the middle ground follows not only a

chronological progression, but also an anthropomorphic one. Apart from the ursine and shadowy

beavers on the right, who are similarly un-beaver-like in appearance to the tree-chompers on the

left and the three figures in the center, and whose size may indicate a different occupational
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status (forebeaver, chairbeaver? Although some appear to be digging for mud), the figures in the

mid-ground are arguably at the height of production, in media res, demonstrating ingenuity and

dexterity unknown. I say unknown because it is most likely that the engraver never saw a beaver

in real life, given the artistic liberties seen in this image. For example, whereas the figures in the

fore exemplify how beavers use their hands and teeth in the early stages of planning and

development, those in the middle demonstrate new stages in the construction process. They have

assembled two construction ramps, presumably for ease of transporting their mortar and wood.

Beavers climb up and scamper down these ramps as they construct their dam, and some have laid

branches on top of the dam’s crest in a very human way.

A brief moment is needed to explain what I mean when I write that the beavers have laid

their branches in a very human way. From what the engraving shows, the materials of the dam

seem to be kept separate, with the mortar making up the majority of the dam’s base, while the

wood seems only used as a sort of boardwalk, the likes seen in living colonial reproductions like

Plymouth, Massachusetts or Jamestown, Virginia. Real beaver dams and lodges (which I will

discuss below) look very dissimilar from Moll’s, as wood makes up the majority of the structural

material used; often the beavers style shares a likeness with the wattle and daub technique, but

the dam shown above is a more imaginative take on the dam. And so, too, Moll’s representation

of the dam further anthropomorphizes the beavers, making the line between animal and human

slightly less clear.

Looking left across the dam, we see the beavers carrying their good from mud quarry to

construction site, bundles of branches between their first paws. These beavers, in a display of

physiological innovation, have fashioned sleds from their tails. Although more paddleboard than
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palette, we know that a beaver’s tail is not used like this normally, is mainly used for balance,

steering, and alerting others to danger. This reimagination of the beaver’s tail as a tool for aiding

its craft visualizes these animals’ various epithets, from eager, to busy, and even industrious. And

it is imaginative to think that the flatness of the beaver’s tail could be attributed to the animal’s

predetermined orientation toward labor. Furthermore, an all-work-and-no-play attitude also

underscores the one-sided representation of the Beavers’ Industry, of their “great order and

wonderfull Dexterity.” But this view of the beaver as only a worker collapses and simplifies one

of nature’s most complex engineers. Thankfully, the engraving shows a brief moment of play

when to the left of the image a beaver can be seen rolling around in the mud. A pause from the

apparent perpetuum mobile that is the dam construction disrupts any homogeneous classification.

Play is, according to Johan Huizinga (double check), not unique to human societies and predates

civilization because it can be witnessed in animals (1).

Of course, I am reading this mud bath as a scene of play given the attention paid by

several  of the nearby beavers. They participate in the entertainment of the spectacle that disrupts

but also complements the work being done in the rest of this fluvial space. A coexistence of work

and play here underscores the animality of beavers and how, despite their order and dexterity,

they may betray the rumor that they are busy; this business is exemplified by a group of beavers

digging around in the background of the engraving. This indistinguishable mass shows beavers

(rampant and hunkered alike) amid the mud and water, obviously in the throes of work.

Assuredly, the complexity of the beavers’ personalities and lifestyle echoes the dual,

anthropomorphized versions represented on Moll’s new and exact map.
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Finally, I turn to the beaver lodge that is so far removed from the action of the engraving

that it almost appears as a boulder blended into the background. Upon further inspection,

however, the structure seems too symmetrical and too orderly to occur naturally. The viewer

grapples with the uncanniness of this parabolic structure, trying to place its familiarity within this

castoral context. It suddenly becomes obvious that the beavers’ lodge resembles a wigwam, or

other dwellings built by certain indigenous peoples. I read this as a lodge and not as a wigwam in

light of Moll’s description wherein he writes that the dam is created in order to “build a great

Lake, about which they build their Habitations.” Once again, the engraver renders this animal’s

work as a human-like product, which, this time, aligns the beavers with indigenous communities

in North America. I will pick up this motif again in the next section when another artist renders

the beaver’s home modeled on a particular anthro-domestic conception.

The collapse between distinction between animal and human indigeneity can be read in a

couple ways: the first, the more pessimistic, being that both beavers and the First Nations share

animal characteristics, and so a visual code-switching of wigwam for lodge is logical to the

18th-century viewer; the second, the one I prefer, is that such a substitution echoes the image’s

already established fluidity in terms of boundaries between beings. It makes sense that the

amphibious nature of beaver, who “have two doors to their Lodges, one to the Water and the

other to the Land side,” would easily translate into amorphous representations, lacking

verisimilitude, sometimes too-human and sometimes too-animal. As the following two vignettes

will show, this troubling of the beaver occurs in other artistic and material objects. And, while I

have explored here how beavers can be human-like and machine-like, I want to take up Moll’s

use of “Industry of Beavers” an propose it as a companion group noun for this busy animal.
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Their other name, “family,” is equally important, but if one thinks about beavers collectively in

their impressive works, an industry of beavers evokes not only feats of engineering, but also the

human-led industry fueled by the beaver’s body as well as the striking weirdness of this animal’s

mechanicity and objectivity.

Fur King and Country?

In August 2018, on a research trip to the Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, an

excursion to Montréal Museum of Fine Arts led me to an exceptional piece by Kent Monkman, a

Canadian artist of Cree ancestry whose sharp, immense landscape paintings of North America

feature his genderfluid alter ego, Miss Chief Eagle Testickle. Monkman’s tableaux foreground

depictions of various struggles with colonization, sexuality, and resistance against stunning

backgrounds. Yet, housed in an entirely separate building, another of Monkman’s pieces

de-centers the human to take aim at an entirely other object: the beaver.

The King’s Beavers attempts to fill in a representational gap found among the exotic

hunting portraits commissioned for Louis XV’s “Petite Galerie” at Versailles, which imagined

elaborate hunts of elephants, bears, lions, boars, and other big game (Hazlehurst). Monkman’s

beavers bring to a somewhat satirical light North America’s tribute to European markets. The

relative innocuousness of beavers stands out against the other animals in Louis’s collection,

animals that can cause physical injury to humans. Furthermore, the beavers’ pacificity in the face

of terror underscores the relative ease with which the North American beaver was nearly

eradicated because of the fur trade’s demands in with 17th and 18th centuries. A visual and

historical alliance between the French and Huron nations depicted here situates the beaver as a

http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/2014/expelling-the-vices
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common enemy, perhaps, but certainly as a mediator of the relationship between European and

indigenous communities.1

To illustrate this role the beaver plays as intermediary, the painting shows a European and

native figure raise their weapons—a knife decorated with a fleur de lys and a ball-headed club

respectives—poised to kill their prey, but their arms frame the beaver behind them, still alive, but

having been stabbed through with a spear, clings to both the spear and life. The angled lines of2

2 For an example of  what a ball-headed club looks like, see here:
https://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319113?rpp=20&pg=1&ft=*&what=Clubs|Sculpture|Metal

1 The profitable and mutually beneficial alliance in The King’s Beavers is just one of  many ways thatMonkman
represents the historically complex relationships between indigenous communities and white settlers. His
pieces express a wide array of  interactions between members of  these two groups such as inVictory for the
Water Protectors (2018), Helping the Helpless (2017), Cain and Abel (2017), and My Treaty is with the Crown (2011).

https://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319113?rpp=20&pg=1&ft=*&what=Clubs%7CSculpture%7CMetal&pos=1
http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/914v11xfbruuh4262vc1jdbv9ph7ga
http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/914v11xfbruuh4262vc1jdbv9ph7ga
http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/2018/8/6/helping-the-helpless
http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/2017/6/12/cain-and-abel
http://www.kentmonkman.com/painting/2011/my-treaty-is-with-the-crown
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the hunters’ weapons connect human bodies with animal bodies, and the contact between flesh,

fur, metal, stone, and wood, highlight the intimacy resultant from the struggle. Alongside this

intimacy, Monkman’s anthropomorphized beavers blur the border between human and

non-human animals as they pray with rosaries, plead for mercy, show fear, suffer, and mourn.

Ultimately, it is the violence done to their bodies that collapses the difference between human

and animal as the painting resembles a massacre more than a hunt.

The ship in the background, pointed toward the sea, signals to the beavers’ futures as

objects in global economies: coats, hats, perfumes, and gloves. The bloody scene presages a

conversion of beavers as they are manufactured into useable, wearable pieces. The separation of

the beavers from their fur invokes Peter Stallybrass and Ann Rosalind Jones’ image of the

unmatched glove in their essay Fetishizing the Glove in Renaissance Europe. In treating the

glove, Stallybrass and Jones argue that these fetishized objects were material agents capable of

transmitting inner virtues of its wearers to other (116). Emphasis is placed on the pairing and

unpairing of hands and gloves in Renaissance portraiture and the article highlights the loss of

functionality when a glove is left unpaired. Stallybrass and Jones convincingly argue for the

materialization of bodies, particularly women’s bodies, through gloves (126-31), but what their

analysis neglects is the discussion of animal bodies in relation to the gloves. In their close

reading of Titian’s Man with a Ripped Glove, our authors write, “Where does the skin of the

animal begin and the skin of the human end? It’s hard to tell” (123). Unfortunately,  Stallybrass

and Jones leave abandon that line of inquiry and leave the animal out of object studies.

&pos=1. These weapons were common among First Nations and indigenous communities in the Great Lakes
region.

https://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/319113?rpp=20&pg=1&ft=*&what=Clubs%7CSculpture%7CMetal&pos=1
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Monkman’s painting, The King’s Beavers, takes up the question above as he blurs

humanimal skins. A furious entanglement of bodies

makes it difficult to discern where beaver skin begins and

human skin ends. Yet, his piece also urges us to consider

Stallybrass and Jones’ notion of pairing and unpairing. In

the upper-right third of the painting, its narrative

progresses beyond the foreground massacre. It is here

that I want to locate several moments of (un)pairing in an

attempt to understand how this notion of separation is

useful in locating a carrefour of animal studies and object studies.3

First, a canoe of beaver carcasses in the middle distance reveals the beavers’ bodies

devoid of animacy and of vibrancy, to invoke Jane Bennett’s term. An indigenous figure paddles

the canoe away from the struggle, which in addition to occupying the middle ground also

embodies a conceptual middle space: that between life and objectification. Beavers are

transformed into raw materials and then crafted into sundry wearable commodities, which,

according to Stallybrass and Jones, will be imbued with wearers’ virtues, creating a “material

memory” (124, 127). If wearers participate in the formation and transferral of material memory,4

then we are obliged to consider what virtues or characteristics might pass from the beaver to

4 This painting also calls to mind Peter Stallybrass’ chapter “The Value of  Culture and the Disavowal of  Things” inThe
Culture of  Capital : Property, Cities, and Knowledge in Early Modern England(London: Routledge, 2002), 275-292. The hooded
missionary hidden behind the tree, the Saint Sebastian-like beaver tethered to a pole and peppered with arrows, the
beaver in the bottom right praying on the rosary, and the beaver spirits call to light the equally religious as economic
motivations behind colonization of  the New World.

3 The figure at the center of  the painting with the spear resembles Louis-Philippe Hébert’sPêcheur à la Nigogue
(“Fisherman with a spear,” 1916) which is also housed in the museum. A reproduction can be purchased at the Musée
National des Beaux-Art du Québec for $1,400.

https://www.mnbaq.org/boutique/products/louis-philippe-hebert-1
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subsequent wearer. This materiality emerges from the forced unpairing of skin and fur from the

beavers’ bodies, and if we accept that beaver virtues—industriousness, eagerness, and perhaps

more—allows for the beaver to retain agency even if it has lost animacy.

Second, also in the middle ground, beavers scurry to hide from the hunters in their

cross-section lodge, look back at their fallen friends. Their lodge, too, is striking in its visible

compartments, revealing an unrealistic although remarkably human means of inhabiting

domestic space. In a tragic unpairing, Monkman’s painting recalls that beavers mate for life and

that their offspring remain in close proximity, even after they reach maturity. If beavers are a

collective—after all, even grammatically, the singular “beaver” can be used for the plural—then

to separate a beaver pair, to only have one, is to further contribute to its possible objectification.

Harm done to their bodies by settler and indigenous agents turns them into victims, and prepares

them for commercial consumption. The King’s Beavers visualizes both the origins and the

processes of transforming beavers into inanimate objects to circulate within a system of

necrocommerce, a network based on deanimating and reanimating beavers; Monkman’s painting

draws our attention to the fetishization of the beaver as his hunters and trappers deanimate the

beaver while simultaneously animating the viewers’ empathy for the beavers as they are entered

into this nonconsensual transaction.

Finally, the four beaver spirits approaching heaven visualizes the (un)pairing of the

beavers’ bodies and souls. Although it is an anthropomorphization, Monkman’s painting claims

that these beavers possess souls that seek entrance into heaven, which is of course an interesting

theological question. Such a representation of animal souls, however, is something that is absent

from Louis XV’s painting series, to which The King’s Beavers is intended to belong. Neither is it
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likely that this is a visual motif found in indigenous art. Instead, Monkman exercises artistic

license in adding details missing from other hunting scenes, but present in other artworks from

the colonial Americas, such as the anonymous La France apportant la fois aux Hurons de la

Nouvelle France (c. 1670), which relies heavily on the importance of the French crown in

spreading Catholicism to North America. These scenes, however, lack any overt religious motifs:

Both of these paintings resemble Monkman’s in form, presenting dramatic hunting scenes

foregrounded against beautiful landscapes. The elephant and the tiger are both fighting back5

against the hunters, as we see humans and horses being thrown aside during what appears to be a

more evenly matched conflict. But the historical paintings found in Louis XV’s cabinet show

neither tiger nor elephants ascending to heaven. Also lacking from the earlier pieces is the

middle ground, which lends depth and perspective to The King’s Beavers, and as I have claimed

above, allows viewers to conceive of a symbolic space after a beaver’s death, but before its

5 I apologize for the quality of  these images. Color versions of  most of  the paintings are nearly impossible to
find.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1360712
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1360712
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objectification and fetishization. The departed beaver soul in Monkman’s painting, while not

replicating the other hunting scenes, gestures toward beaver afterlives and reanimation. If not

souls, then perhaps these figures may serve to visualize possibilities for material memory and the

transmission of beaver virtue to future wearers.

And yet, these four beavers, placed in the sky and seemingly emitting an ethereal glow,

hold their paws in prayer, seeking whatever may lie beyond the clouds’ clearing. Given the

religious imagery in The King’s Beavers—a rosary intercession, the missionary and his crucifix,

and a St. Sebastian beaver secured to his post—the logical conclusion, then, is that the painting

makes an argument for the religious implications of New World colonization. Furthermore,

several years after the creation of The King’s Beavers, Kent Monkman crafted a beaver rosary,

which displays a crucified beaver en lieu of Christ. The pewter beaver does not appear to suffer,

but a viewer or wearer of the rosary can understand the symbolic suffering conveyed through

Christ’s substitute. For Monkman the role of conversion and evangelism in colonial North

America is tantamount to the necrocommerce that nearly eliminated beavers from the continent

by the late 19th century.

Violent intimacies are prevalent in all of the hunting scenes in this essay, as the

boundaries between human, animal, and object become troubled through gripping, grabbing,

pinning, stabbing. Sharp angles and bold lines draw the eye across the paintings, guiding viewers

through these narratives of (un)pairing. As for The King’s Beavers the information placard at the

Musée des Beaux-Arts de Montréal states that “due to the artist’s open-mindedness, however,

there is no absolute condemnation of the context, but rather a playful awareness of what is at

issue.” This does not seem obvious to me. Monkman’s other work is often playful, certainly, but

http://www.kentmonkman.com/shop/beaver-rosary?rq=beaver
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very frequently carries a clear political message. Even the title of the piece calls our attention to

the political implications of the fur trade. The beavers, at the many moments of (un)pairing seen

in the painting, struggle with their subjecthood both in terms of retaining agency, but in

becoming subjects of the French crown. If the beaver became fetishized for its fur, then it is only

because the crown willed it. To suggest that Monkman’s playful work cannot also condemn or

criticize ignores the artists’ motivation, especially as he self-consciously strives to reframe

conceptions of the past through indigenous perspectives. We cannot, as The King’s Beavers

endeavors to show, separate the pelt from the political, nor can we understand the historical

figure of the beaver—animal, object, subject—without considering its transformations,

(un)pairing, and material afterlives.

Ben Franklin’s Beaver

On Saturday, the eighth day of February 1777, Benjamin Franklin—serving the newly-created

United States of America in France—writes to his friend, Emma Thompson, whom he addresses

teasingly as “Hussy” and “Madcap” at different points throughout, and reveals an unembellished

image of himself:

I know you wish you could see me, but as you can’t, I will describe my self to you.

Figure me in your mind as jolly as formerly, and as strong and hearty, only a few Years

older, very plainly dress’d, wearing my thin grey strait Hair, that peeps out under my only

Coiffure, a fine Fur Cap, which comes down my Forehead almost to my Spectacles.

Think how this must appear among the Powder’d Heads of Paris. I wish every Gentleman

and Lady in France would only be so obliging as to follow my Fashion. (8 Feb. 1777)
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Of his character, Franklin writes that he is as happy and vivacious in Passy (in what is now the

16e arrondissement of Paris) as he was in the former colonies. Franklin’s physical appearance,

however, betrays that while his mood may blend in well with the locals, Franklin himself does

not. He is very much like his hat: rather unkempt, furry beaver scurrying among the têtes de

mouton, periwigs, and puffy perukes of Paris. The lackluster and unrefined quality of his hair

echoes the untreated pelt from which his hat is made. Dr. Franklin describes his hat in a way that

makes it appear to be part of him. Fur, hair, skin, glass, and metal all work together to create an

idiosyncratic look, a “Fashion” that separates him from the French court. Despite the already

slightly unfamiliar cadence of the letter’s nearly 250 year-old language, Franklin’s use of “wear”

to refer to the style of his hair and “Coiffure” to mean the ornamentation of his hat seems to

trouble the boundaries between his human body and the beaver atop his head.

Above, I explored how Cree-Irish artist, Kent Monkman, reinterprets 18th-century art in

his piece, The King’s Beavers, to draw attention to the beaver’s contribution to the commercial

success of the French empire. His anthropomorphic rendering of beavers similarly confused our

understanding of the border between human and animal, and it brought forward the various ways

that these animals are (de)animated and (un)paired. In turning now to Ben Franklin’s cap, we

move away from the beaver as a potential, a partially-transformed, or pre-fetishized being and

toward its purest objectified form in the 17th and 18th centuries: the hat.

The majority of furs that came from beavers during the most

active years of the fur trade were processed and used to manufacture

hugely popular tricorn hats. These hats were sold all over Europe,

with the majority of furs furnished French and English wholesalers,
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such as The Hudson’s Bay Company, which traded hands from France to England after the Seven

Years’ War (Ginsburg). Given that the tricorn’s enormous success up and down echelons in

Western Europe, Ben Franklin’s untreated, shapeless beaver hat stands in stark contrast to its

felted counterparts, which were processed with tanning, chemical solutions, felting, etc. on their

journey from pelt to felt (see image below for other examples of

treated hats from the 18th and 19th centuries). And perhaps so

that all of Paris could see Dr. Franklin’s shocking sartorial

choice, an engraving based on a drawing back Charles-Nicolas

Cochin appeared in newspapers throughout the city just months

after Franklin’s letter to his friend Emma. The likeness of the

engraving to the self-description in the letter is remarkable;

pictured here at 71 years old, Franklin looks at the viewer,

partially through his spectacles, but with a particular nonchalance that is compounded by his

unceremonious pelt.

It is rumored that Ben Franklin’s beaver hat was worn as an intentional representation of

his “American” origins, and something that he did not wear on his initial trip to Paris in 1767. An

identity-based approach to understanding Franklin’s hat that focuses on Americanness elides the

important complexities of colonial North America. Considering the British and French monopoly

on the fur, the indigenous communities involved in the trade, and the importance of beavers to

imperial revenue prohibit the hat from representing only the newly-founded United States.

Instead, the cap—set against the powdered heads of the court—serves as a marker of difference
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from the French aristocracy, as something practical, natural, and unembellished. On the other

hand, while the hat may not reflect an American identity as such, it signifies Franklin’s

belonging to North America and all its affinities.

To elaborate on how Franklin wore his beaver hat as a self-conscious means of marking

himself, I’d like to invoke Georg Simmel’s notion of adornment. In his essay “Excursus on

Adornment (Exkurs über den Schmuck),” Georg Simmel expresses the seemingly contradictory

nature of this term. An adornment is meant to display particular aesthetic tastes, values, and

membership to a certain group, but also a desire to stand out. In this sense, and much as is the

case with Dr. Franklin, adornment is never for oneself alone, but always for and with others

(Simmel 339). An adornment radiates outward, according to Simmel, drawing those around with

within its “sphere of influence” (349). The result of this immersive experience is an

amplification of the personality of whatever or whoever is adorned. For Benjamin Franklin, he

hoped that a beaver hat would not only intrigue, but also inspire the residents of Paris. In his

letter above, he writes, “I wish every Gentleman and Lady in France would only be so obliging

as to follow my Fashion.” It is not only in the hopes of garnering French support that he wears

the beaver, but also because it serves to amplify his plain and untreated personality. Here, the

difference between a felted hat and Franklin’s more wild version comes to the fore.

Another way of reading Ben Franklin’s hat, one that slightly alters this Simmelian notion

of adornment, is as an object of not belonging. Since my notion of adornment as already been

slightly altered from Simmel’s original context, I’d like to push it in a new direction. Whereas

the exploration above explores the hat as an object of belonging to North America, to belonging

elsewhere, Franklin used the hat to ensure that he didn’t fit in in France. His assumed
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methodology was to adorn himself in such a way that was perhaps strange enough to garner

support from the French, but the adornment certainly estranged him from them in an effective

and affective way. The gruffness of Franklin’s character, his purported crass mannerisms,

become readable in his hat while in France, much like we can read his regard for licentious

humor when he calls Mrs. Thompson a hussy. Back in the former colonies, of course, Franklin’s

hat is seen as an object of belonging. In the courts of Louis XV, though, Ben Franklin’s beaver

ensured he did not belong, which is exactly what he wanted. Franklin’s hat allowed him to

become objectified as an extension of its untamed qualities (perhaps returning to Stallybrass and

Jones for a brief instant), man and hat working symbiotically toward securing financial support

[maybe I would take the argument toward money here moving forward, but I think it’s a little

tangential].

Conclusion

Although Ben Franklin’s beaver is a hat that set him apart from the French world around

him, the separation, blurred boundaries, multiplicities, the hairiness—in its many senses—and

objectification all resonate with Moll’s map and Monkman’s beavers. These representations and

reformulations of the beaver underscore the animal’s unique position as sometimes-animal,

sometimes-object. I have not explored in-depth here the behaviors, habitats, and lifestyles of real

beavers found in the wilderness today, despite the importance of understanding how these have

made a comeback of epic proportions after struggling with extinction toward the end of the 19th

century, and despite acknowledging the important role they play in our ecosystems. Instead, I

have found that pieces like Monkman’s The King’s Beavers, my mom’s beaver coat-throw,
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Hermann Moll’s new and exact map, and Ben Franklin’s frontier paraphernalia emphasize the

objectification of this animal to such a point that it becomes an object. Much of the criticism in

animal studies focuses on the distinction of animal and human, while theoretical work in object

studies conversely ignores animality. The beaver is just one of many examples that joins object

and animal studies in generative and exciting new dialogue, while highlighting the complex

system within which humans and beavers alike operate and inhabit. It animalty, humanity, and

objectification are only three, but three incredibly important, reasons why the public and scholars

of object and animal studies should give a dam about the beaver.
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