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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 In the late 1800s masculinity as understood in the United States’ urban northeast 

underwent a major transformation as the preceding emphasis upon decorum and civility 

gave way to a new ideal based on masculine health and fitness. This thesis seeks to 

demonstrate the significant role that Eugen Sandow, a Prussian-born strongman who rose 

to international fame at the turn of the century, played in this masculine transformation. 

My first exposure to Eugen Sandow came in the form of a 2004 PBS documentary film 

titled Broadway: the American Musical. In the film, Sandow serves as a brief footnote to 

help introduce the Follies impresario Florenz Ziegfeld. However, this brief mention was 

enough to pique my curiosity.  Nearly a decade later, while I was enrolled in an American 

theatre history seminar, I selected Sandow as the focus of my final paper. As I researched 

Sandow and his impact on U.S. culture, I became increasingly interested in the 

strongman. 

 For the average American Sandow’s legacy has faded into obscurity. A 

perfunctory search of his name will reveal the strongman as the father of modern 

bodybuilding. However, his legacy does not extend much beyond this title. What little 

research there is on Sandow primarily rests in the realm of sports scholarship. The 

notable examples of this scholarship are David Chapman's 1994 biography Sandow the 

Magnificent and a series of articles published in Iron Game Histories in 1989 in which 

theatre historian Josh Buck studies Eugen Sandow and his contemporaries. A few rogue 

scholars, however, have approached Sandow-focused research from alternate 

perspectives. 
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  In 2013 Dominic G. Morais published “Branding Iron: Eugen Sandow’s 

‘Modern’ Marketing Strategies, 1887-1925” in the Journal of Sports History. Morais’s 

research delves into the many clever marketing tactics Sandow used to build his success. 

In a similar vein, Dominique Padurano's chapter in the 2009 book Testimonial 

Advertising in the American Marketplace: Emulation, Identity, Community uses Sandow 

as a case study to build her narrative on the establishment of the bodybuilding self-

testimonial genre. Alternatively, other authors, primarily biographer David Waller, 

emphasize Sandow's time spent performing on the music hall circuit.  

 The goal of my thesis is to unify these segregated perceptions of Eugen Sandow 

within the context of American masculinity studies and the emergence of the new 

masculine ideal that arose at the turn of the century.  This focus on Sandow and his 

involvement in American masculinity is significant for two reasons. First, Sandow’s 

legacy is largely unrecognized by American culture. Though he is remembered 

significantly in the world of bodybuilding, the broader cultural discussions about Sandow 

often only reference him to illustrate Florenz Ziegfeld’s penchant for glorifying his 

performers. However, Sandow is a remarkable example of a performer using the theatre 

as a catalyst for national change. Sandow capitalized on the performative nature of 

gender in conjunction with the mimetic audience/performer relationship to revolutionize 

the way people thought about manhood, health, and fitness in the United States. He used 

the stage as a launching point for the performance of his masculine ideal and used his 

two-year vaudeville tour of the United States to establish himself as a national paradigm 

of masculine health. Despite his success in the United States, Sandow’s significant 
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involvement in American culture and his impact on the modern American conception of 

masculinity have largely been overlooked.  

 Second, although there is a fair quantity of literature pertaining to American 

culture and masculinity, the currently available writings leave a largely unexplored gap. 

Karl Kippola’s book Acts of Manhood: The Performance of Masculinity on the American 

Stage, 1828-1865 explores theatre and masculinity prior to 1880, and Marc Shaw and 

Elwood Watson’s Performing American Masculinities: The 21st-century Man in Popular 

Culture, examines recent entertainment and masculinity. However, there is not a 

significant work of research that bridges the gap from early to present-day America. That 

is where Eugen Sandow comes in. Sandow assembled various masculine trademarks from 

the pre-1800s into a new masculine identity, one which has become both the stereotype 

and social reality for modern American manhood.  

 For the sake of this thesis, it is important to distinguish between being male and 

being masculine. Many scholars, notably Judith Butler, have discussed the performative 

nature of gender. Butler argues that “gender is produced as a ritualized repetition of 

conventions” (Butler 31). What Butler describes is the creation of gender identity, not 

mere biological sex itself. The contrast between these two concepts can be drawn using 

Herbert Sussman’s idea of essentialism versus social construct. Sex is about essentialism.  

Under Sussman’s model, your very biology dictates your sex. A phallus makes you man; 

it is an essential fact. The fact that your biology is largely unchangeable without the aid 

of surgery or drugs would support Sussman’s construct. However, as Anne Fausto-

Sterling shows, “biologically speaking, there are many gradations running from female to 

male; and depending on how one calls the shots, one can argue that along that spectrum 
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lie at least five sexes-and perhaps even more” (Fausto-Sterling 21). Fausto-Sterling 

clearly indicates that between the sexual dictums of male and female there are three 

grades of intersex: the true hermaphrodite, the male pseudohermaphrodite, and the female 

pseudohermaphrodite. These categories reflect the definition of human sex.  

Gender identity, however, is not specifically linked to biology. Gender Identity is 

a social construct. The way people of a given gender are expected to look and act is often 

standardized by the “repetition of conventions” noted by Butler. These conventions, 

however, often change with time, evolving to fit into the modern world. In kind, gender 

identity can evolve. What was once considered a sign of masculinity may easily lose its 

place as a marker of manhood. The general social perception of masculinity most often 

relies on the connotative sense of the era, not the denotative definitions. 

From their earliest days men in the United States had been questioning the 

concept of masculinity. In approximately 1745 a young George Washington transcribed a 

series of 110 “Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company and Conversation.” 

The rules were based on a series of French Jesuit maxims first translated into English by 

Francis Hawkins in London around 1640. Some scholars mitigate the significance of 

Washington’s document, suggesting that the maxims originally served as a mere 

penmanship lesson for the future founding father. However, many Washington scholars 

assert that “if one looks at the notebook as a whole, it is clear that its well-thumbed pages 

served as a repository of information that the young Virginian considered useful, even 

essential” (Goodheart). The consensus is that these rules had “a formative influence in the 

development of his character” (The Rules…). The overall ideal embodied by these rules 
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was one of pre-meditated and precise decorum. Elegance, ease, and courtesy were central 

tenants of the masculine philosophy. 

 The rules aided Washington in identifying what American men should be with 

regard to decorum and interaction. In his book Manhood in America Michael Kimmel 

labels this masculine identity as the “genteel patriarch,” and describes such men as 

“Christian gentlemen… [who] embodied love kindness, duty, and compassion, exhibited 

through philanthropic work, church activities, and deep involvement with [their] family” 

(Kimmel 13). Following the American Revolution, however, the genteel patriarch 

became increasingly condemned for being too British in nature.  

Were American men to be extensions of old world British masculinity or should 

they become something new? This question was taken up on the stage by Royall Tyler’s 

1787 play The Contrast, “a play taking its title from the contrast of character between the 

corrupt and frivolous world of fashion and the sturdier, more vigorous types of American 

manhood" (Hornblow 171). Tyler’s play was the first professional production of an 

American script (Tyler and Kierner 2). His text "posed the most challenging question 

before the newly independent nation: What kind of nation were we going to be?" 

(Kimmel 11). By offering a detailed look at the morals and decorum that permeated 

American society at the time, the play's “intent was to dramatize and scrutinize American 

manners, morals, and aspirations, as well as to ponder the supposed contrast between the 

United States and Europe in the post-revolutionary era" (Tyler and Kierner 18). Tyler 

emphasized two distinct examples of manhood that seemed to be central to America's 

masculine identity crisis: the dandy and the patriot hero. In The Contrast the dandy Billy 

Dimple embodies many of the masculine qualities prominent in the aristocracy of the 
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northeastern United States, whereas Colonel Manly, the patriot hero, represents the 

nationalistic pride of the country’s working class.  

The Contrast certainly emphasizes manliness over foppishness, as Dimple is left 

dishonored and Manly wins the ingénue’s hand. The nature of this script allows Royall 

Tyler to enter his own voice into the discourse of American manhood. By presenting 

these distinct masculine archetypes, Tyler allows the viewer to personally contrast the 

ideals and actions of each masculine identity. Tyler's plot, however, does not favorably 

reflect each male archetype. It is clear that The Contrast is "aimed at a British target... 

juxtaposing the homespun honesty of its American characters against the calculating 

hypocrisy and theatricality of their British counterparts" (Shaffer 169). 

The nation’s newfound freedom caused many American men to resent all things 

indicative of English nationhood. These sentiments called for the collapse of the genteel 

patriarch ideal. This collapse was further aided as the United States’s mercantile 

capitalism made way for a new male ideal, the self-made man (Kimmel 11). The nation’s 

new fiscal construct of merchant driven economy made financial mobility more feasible, 

and so “success in the market, individual achievement, mobility, [and] wealth” became 

guideposts for the new masculine ideal (Kimmel 18). With time, the self-made man 

“became more respectable and increasingly hegemonic in the North” (Friend ix). 

However, neither the genteel patriarch nor the self-made man ideal resonated with the 

new nation’s lower classes. 

Working class men, especially men in the Southern states, viewed the elitist 

masculinity of the North with great distaste. The physical nature of the frontier lifestyle 

found in the Southern United States heavily contrasted with the masculine hegemony of 
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the Northern United States. Both regional concepts of masculinity emphasized an element 

of self-identity. In the North, self-made manhood was defined largely by a man’s ability 

to collect wealth. In opposition to the self-made man, men in the American South 

developed a “‘passionate manhood,’ the essence of which was the celebration of male 

emotions through acts of competition, aggression, force, sexuality, self-fulfillment, and a 

new attention to the male body” (Friend ix). The masculine self-identity of the American 

South was less concerned with financial status. Instead, Southern men pursued self-

fulfillment through physical action. 

 By the mid-1800s the American discourse of masculinity had become less 

focused on individual identity. Rather, class differences became the central defining 

factor in masculine identity. The tension between working class masculinity and elitist 

British manhood continued both on-stage and in the audience. These class tensions 

reached a boiling point in the 1840s when two actors, Edwin Forrest and William 

Macready, became champions for two clashing masculine ideals and their conflict 

erupted into a national debate.  

Macready was a favorite of the upper-class, his self-aggrandizing British 

spectacle representative of the “earnest, majestic, and impassioned” manhood of 

America’s male elite (Gerstner 4-5). Forrest, however, was the champion of the working-

class, his “unnatural… uncontrolled performance style” representative of his adoring 

lower-class fandom (Gerstner 13). As Peter Reed indicates in his book Rogue 

Performances "Forrest's performances also provide a model around which white working 

class audiences seem to have coalesced, sharing forms derived from the cultures of low 

interracial kinship but intent on upward mobility and affiliation with power" (Reed 18-
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19). Throughout his career Forrest upheld his rough and ready masculinity with a staunch 

determination that placed him directly at odds with America's upper class and their 

champion William Macready. 

The success of both actors, mixed with the class disparity of their fandom and 

their differing ideas of manhood, resulted in one of the greatest theatre feuds in American 

history. Ultimately, the feud between these actors and their supporters exploded in May 

of 1849 in the Astor Place Riot. On May 10, 1849 both actors were scheduled to perform 

the title role in Macbeth at rival New York venues. Forrest’s Macbeth was targeting a 

largely working-class audience at New York’s Broadway Theatre. Macready’s Macbeth, 

however, was intended to be an aristocratic affair housed at The Astor Place Opera 

House. The proximity of the theatres and the known rivalry between the plays’ stars 

resulted in a series of conflicts. The evening before the Astor Place Riot, Forrest’s 

supporters had crowded the opera house and run Macready off the stage with boos, eggs, 

and flying chairs (Butsch, Making 54). Two days later Macready once more took to the 

stage. As Richard Butsch indicates, Macready’s choice to return to the stage “constituted 

a direct challenge by the elite to the working-class.” On the evening of May 10th, 1849, 

Macready set out to perform once more at the Astor Place Opera House. The theatre was 

filled with two hundred policemen; numerous more crowded the streets outside. 

Ticketholders who caused disturbances were arrested, an action that soon led to a full 

riot. When the evening finally settled, thirty-one people were dead (Moody, Astor 12).  

Following the fatal events of the Astor Place Riot, the American conception of 

masculinity underwent a drastic transformation. Theatre managers worked to put an end 

to the rowdiness that characterized many male audiences of the 1830s and 1840s. This 
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attempt at domestication came as part of a greater trend towards the feminization of 

American culture (Douglas). The driving forces behind this transformation of culture 

were clergymen and housewives. Between 1800 and 1820 the rigidly dogmatic faith 

carried down from Calvinists such as Jonathan Edwards began to lose favor. The 

mentality of Edwardsian theology, the thought that we are all “sinners in the hands of an 

angry God,” and the threat of hellfire and brimstone gave way to sentimental 

Protestantism (Edwards). “By 1875, American Protestants were much more likely to 

define their faith in terms of family morals, civic responsibility, and above all, in terms of 

social churchgoing” (Douglas 7). Like the clergy of the time, women, too, faced 

disestablishment. As the marketplace economy began to reshape the domestic workload, 

middle-class women lost their primary sphere of power. The disestablishment of the 

clergy and the housewife created a temporary moment of intersectionality in which both 

groups united in an effort to “exert ‘influence,’ which they eulogized as a religious force” 

(Douglas 9). They approached their goal through literature, both reading and writing. 

They used the press as tool to “influence” the United States in favor of sentimentalism. 

“In the process of sentimentalization which they aided, many women and ministers 

espoused at least in theory to so-called passive virtues, admirable in themselves, and 

sorely needed in American life” (Douglas 12). 

This “‘feminization’ of middle-class culture required men to suppress the 

roughness that had been the mark of American masculinity” (Butsch, Making 72). The 

movement gained steam, especially in the Northeastern United States as “the most literate 

and articulate of the Unitarian and non-evangelical Congregational clergy courted, with 
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whatever ambivalence, a feminized image which echoed and rationalized their 

conservative career and family patterns” (Douglas 91). 

 This new view of masculinity called for American men to return to the home and 

build stronger ties to their familial unit. This trend saw men in the United States opting to 

spend their leisure time at home. “By remaining within the domestic space… middle and 

upper-class men became quasi-feminized figures whose manliness was no longer asserted 

on the battle or hunting field” (Mogel 17). Instead, masculinity was asserted through 

refinement and elegance. 

 This was the United States that Sandow encountered. As Eric Magnuson argues in 

his 2007 book, "men are explicitly oriented toward constructing new forms of 

masculinity through criticizing what they see as the dominant or hegemonic form that 

they feel has limited them throughout their lives" (Magnuson 5). It comes as no surprise 

that Sandow's arrival sparked the emergence of several liberating masculine ideals, as a 

financial depression in 1893 furthered discontent among domestic men in the face of their 

becoming unable to provide for their families. 

 Sandow's ability to revolutionize American manhood is due in part to a fortuitous 

business partnership with America's premier showman, Florenz Ziegfeld. After meeting 

in 1893, Sandow and Ziegfeld began a partnership that would soon bring both men 

wealth and fame. Though they only worked together for a short time, their efforts “set a 

new benchmark for American virility” (Waller Introduction, location 74, par. 1). In a 

brief three-year period, Eugen Sandow drastically altered the American perception of 

masculinity.  
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After gaining notoriety as a performer, Sandow used his keen entrepreneurial 

prowess to launch a full-scale fitness empire. With the help of Sandow’s fitness 

programs, publications, and schools, his new male ideal found great success in the 

American northeast and soon gained a following of middle-class men across the county. 

Sandow’s male ideal thrived in entertainment both on stage and on screen, creating a 

enduring stereotype of the perfect man.    
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CHAPTER II 

EARLY YEARS 

 Eugen Sandow was born in Königsberg in East Prussia, on April 2, 1867. There 

are few stories of Sandow in his youth, and those that survive “seem to be as much part 

of Sandow’s personalized creation myth, as a true reflection of his childhood (Waller Ch. 

1, location 170, par. 1). The varying accounts of Sandow’s biological father represent the 

man as either a fruit peddler or soldier turned jeweler. However, as David Waller 

demonstrates in his book The Perfect Man, Sandow’s 1906 application for British 

citizenship pointedly omits the father’s name due to Sandow’s status as illegitimate. His 

biological mother, however, is somewhat less of a mystery. The 1906 citizenship 

application identifies Sandow’s mother as Wilhelmina Elizabeth Kresand and notes her 

death in 1876. Though it is still difficult to differentiate the facts from the myth of 

Sandow's early life, the accepted truth is that Sandow, the child of Wilhelmina Kresand 

and an unknown father, was adopted in his early years by the Müller family and given the 

name Friedrich Wilhelm Müller. 

Though Sandow never expressly denied his Prussian heritage, his choice to adopt 

the stage name Sandow (an anglicized form of his mother’s maiden name, Sandov) shows 

a certain desire to conform to the Anglophone societies he encountered in Britain and the 

United States. Furthermore, the transition from Friedrich to Eugen shows an early 

glimpse of Sandow’s self-marketing prowess. By adopting the name Eugen, he could 

play on the term eugenics and boast of being “well born” both through his physique and 

his name. Unfortunately, it is not clear when Friedrich Müller became Eugen Sandow. 

However, one theory cites Sandow’s mentor Professor Attila as the origin of the name 
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change in approximately 1887 (Chapman 6, Webster 17). Fitting though his stage name 

was, it did seem to work in direct opposition to Sandow’s narrative of his childhood.  

 According to Sandow, he was, in his youth, “pale, frail, delicate—even weakly" 

(qtd. in in in How Sandow Became Strong). The truth of these claims, however, is 

somewhat suspect. It is reasonably likely that these tales are simply a fabrication to aide 

Sandow in creating mass appeal for his fitness training programs. Throughout his career, 

Sandow relied on this origin story as proof of every man's ability to become strong. In his 

first American appearance at the 1893 World Columbian Exposition in Chicago Sandow 

spoke of his journey from weakling to strongman, saying, "I was a puny lad... and my 

desire to improve myself physically was inspired by a view of the grand works of 

sculpture that I saw when my father took me through the art galleries of Rome" 

(Padurano 177).  

In all likelihood this 1877 journey to Rome was a fabricated part of Sandow’s 

creation myth. In fact, in a 1910 writing in Strand Magazine Sandow recalls asking his 

father "How is it that these men were so strong, father? How is it that men to-day are so 

different from them in strength and stature?" To which his father replied, “the heroes of 

old, my little Eugen, never lolled at ease in a carriage or a railway train. Either they 

walked or rode on horse-back. Thus they were ever active, ever exercising their 

bodies…” This seems notably insincere, as there is little likelihood of Sandow’s father 

addressing him as “Eugen” for the strongman did not adopt that name until 

approximately 1887. 

Though the probability of young Sandow’s tour of Italy is dubious, it became an 

integral part of his carefully crafted creation myth. The more probable account of how 
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andow became fixated on masculine strength details the young man’s interest in the 

circus and wrestling arena as well as his prowess in gymnastics. The first published 

biography of Eugen Sandow was written by Graeme Mercer Adam under direct 

supervision from the strongman himself. In the book, Adam explains that Sandow was 

“continually running off to visit the circus or the wrestling arena, ‘but these were 

forbidden indulgences’” (Chapman, Sandow 5). Adam further explains that in his early 

adulthood Sandow “devoted himself with great ardor to all forms of gymnastic exercises 

and athletics” (Sandow and Adam 23).  

By his early teens Sandow was already a capable athlete, and following a row 

with his adoptive father, a young Sandow turned to the circus and wrestling challenges as 

a means to earn money.  Soon the rupture between Sandow and his parents drove him to 

leave Königsberg. In approximately 1885, at age 18, Sandow joined a circus and began to 

tour Europe. Unfortunately, the circus disbanded two years later, leaving the 20-year-old 

stranded in Brussels (Waller Ch. 1, location 212, par. 1). It is here that he took the first 

major step towards becoming a new paragon of masculinity. 

While in Brussels, Sandow found his way to Louis Durlacher, known as Professor 

Attila. Durlacher was a trainer, gym owner, and showman. According to an article in the 

December 1889 issue of the Pall Mall Gazette, “Attila . . . is a professor of athletics, and 

keeps a school in Brussels, where he has some three hundred pupils. Two and a half years 

ago, Sandow was brought to him by some of his pupils. He was then quite undeveloped, 

and Attila, after looking him over, undertook to make Sandow the strongest man in the 

school. Sandow submitted himself assiduously to the training, and in two months’ time 
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the pupil was positively stronger than the master, and Attila’s strength is something out 

of the ordinary” (qtd. in in Beckwith and Todd 44).  

Sandow’s impressive growth under Durlacher’s tutelage inspired the Professor to 

coach Sandow to become “the strongest man in the world” (Waller Ch. 1, location 215, 

par. 2). In his book Sandow the Magnificent, David Chapman sums up Attila’s greatest 

contribution to Sandow’s physical development; “before his meeting with the elder 

strongman, Sandow had developed his physique as an acrobat and gymnast. The early 

photographs of him tend to bear this out: Sandow’s physique is lean and sinewy but 

without the bulk that he later acquired. After his contact with Attila, however, Sandow 

began to put on more mass and to acquire the body of a bona fide muscleman” 

(Chapman, Sandow 9). However, after an 1889 tour of Europe, Sandow and Attila 

temporarily parted ways. 

Sandow set off on his own and headed to Amsterdam. Unfortunately for the 

strongman he found that the people of Amsterdam had little interest in the feats of 

strongmen. This lack of interest provided Sandow the first opportunity to test his 

marketing prowess. As David Chapman observed, Sandow “realized that he needed 

publicity—he needed a gimmick—something to call attention to himself,” (Chapman, 

Sandow12). Sandow’s solution demonstrates an awareness of self-promotion that would 

befit even the best showman.  

Throughout the city’s populous locales Sandow found weightlifting machines 

designed to test the strength of their user. He enlisted a cab driver and began the first 

great publicity stunt of his career. He went from one test-your-might machine to the next 

and pulled their levers with such force that the machines were rendered broken. At first 
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the vandalism was thought to have been executed by a gang of ruffians. And, after the 

machines were damaged a second, then a third time, it became clear that something 

needed to be done. Of course, this played right into Sandow’s plan.  

Sandow intended to be caught and eventually was observed in the act of 

vandalism by an onlooker. The police were called and, when they approached Sandow he 

calmly accepted his arrest and accompanied them to the police station. When the police 

pushed Sandow to name his accomplices, the strongman insisted that he had performed 

the act alone. Further, he argued that he had not committed a crime as he had paid the fee 

for each machine and they were merely unable to withstand his might. Whether this 

defense would have proven valid is unclear, but fortunately for Sandow, he was bailed 

out by his mentor Professor Attila. After his release, Sandow found the stunt had worked 

splendidly. He had become an immediate celebrity and enjoyed free room and board at 

his hotel as well as a lucrative twelve-hundred-guilder contract to appear at a local 

theatre.  

By September 1889 Sandow had become not only strong but also defined and 

aesthetically impressive. The strongman's physique easily began to turn heads and open 

doors for further opportunity. In his article “My Reminisces,” Sandow recounts his 1889 

meeting in Italy with painter Aubrey Hunt, whom he quotes as complimenting his 

“perfect physique and beauty of form” (qtd. in in Elledge, Queers 122). This chance 

meeting led to a close friendship between the painter and the strongman; Sandow posed 

for Hunt’s portrait of a Roman Gladiator. In fact, it was Hunt who would guide Sandow 

towards the single most defining moment of his early career.  
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In 1889 Hunt informed Sandow that a strongman by the name of Sampson was 

issuing an open challenge to competitors and offering significant prize money. In a later 

account of the event, Sandow recalled the offer as “£100 to the person who could perform 

the feats of [Sampson’s] pupil, Cyclops, and £1,000 to anyone who could beat his own” 

(Sandow, Strength 93). The promise of such a large sum of money led Sandow, with 

Attila acting as his manager, to set off for England.  

A reproduction of Aubrey Hunt’s 

Roman Gladiator featuring Sandow as 

the model Roman. (~1890) 
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Sampson's open challenge was not necessarily unique in form, however, the large 

sum of money on the line set Sampson apart. As Josh Buck observes in his 1998 article in 

Iron Game Histories, “challenges were becoming common in the world of strength 

because strongmen offered them as a means of legitimizing their claims to strength” 

(Buck, “Cyr” 20). However, Sampson’s open challenge backfired on October 28, 1889, at 

the Royal Aquarium, when Eugen Sandow stepped forward and accepted the challenge. 

The duo agreed to come face to face at a later date. 

The challenge drew significant attention and on November 2, 1889, the day of the 

contest, "every seat in the house was taken and hundreds of would-be spectators had been 

turned away" (Kent, Ch. 1 para. 12).  The throng was so massive that one theatre worker 

sealed the stage door and refused entry to all parties. One of the men blindly refused 

entry was Sandow himself, who upon facing the stagehand’s ongoing resistance broke 

through the door. With Sandow finally present the contest could begin. The first 

challenge was to bend an iron pipe, a standard in Sampson’s stage act. Sampson handled 

the task with ease, while Sandow was slower and less graceful in his execution. Next 

came the act of breaking an iron rope wrapped about the chest. Sampson, again was 

familiar with the feat and quickly completed the task. Sandow, however, struggled and 

eventually, with tips suggested by the audience, broke the rope.  

“Perhaps a little overconfident, Sampson next proceeded to his forte: chain 

breaking. He put one on his own forearm and coolly offered another to Sandow. It was 

obviously too small for the German, and he rejected it with a gesture of contempt. To 

everyone’s surprise, Sandow brought out a chain of his own from his pocket and, true to 

his word, the chain maker was in the audience and was happy to verify that the chains 
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were exactly the same as those used by Sampson. In order to verify the strength of his 

chains even further, Sandow passed them to members of the audience, taking them back 

at last from a pretty woman who sat conveniently near the stage” (Chapman, Sandow 30). 

Both Sampson and Sandow completed the task of breaking their chain with equal ease. 

 Finally, the judges determined that if Sandow were to display a greater number of 

feats than Sampson he would be ruled the victor. In acquiescence, Sandow began by 

hoisting a male spectator into the air and culminated with a series of tricks using a 150-

pound dumbbell. As Sandow performed his final stunts an audience member offered 

Sampson £50 to replicate any of Sandow’s feats. Sampson refused and left the stage. 

Sandow was deemed the victor and thus earned the title “The Strongest Man on Earth.” 

After two years of training, Sandow was able to realize his mentor’s prophecy and take 

his first step towards establishing his “perfect man” aesthetic. 

Sandow later recalled the aftermath of the fateful bout in his book Strength and 

How to Obtain It, saying: “When we left the Aquarium after the contest the great crowd 

followed us cheering, and the four-wheeled cab into which we got was lifted up by these 

enthusiasts. The crowd cheered us all the way to my rooms in Leicester Square; 

newspaper men poured in to interview me; and, though I had then no intention of giving 

performances in public, I was induced to accept one of numerous offers of £150 a week, 

made by a syndicate of the members of the Lyric Club, and I commenced an engagement 

at the Alhambra, giving Mr. Attila £30 a week to assist me” (Sandow, Strength 101). The 

challenge with Sampson became the greatest stepping-stone in Sandow’s career, truly 

elevating him to stardom.  
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Sandow’s act at the Alhambra was a great success, as David Waller sums up: 

“The Prince of Wales attended at least one performance, on 29 November, when Sandow 

started with manipulation of a two-handed dumb-bell, went on to lift various enormous 

weights above his head with one or two hands and concluded with his enactment of the 

death of Hercules, which involved bearing a weight of 1,500 lbs. on his chest. The future 

King Edward VII visited Sandow in his dressing room on this occasion and he and his 

son, the future King George V, would in later years patronize Sandow’s establishment in 

St James’s. Even allowing for the hyperbole of a sympathetic biographer concerned to 

demonstrate his subject’s appeal to high society, Sandow had become, within days of his 

arrival in London, a late-Victorian celebrity” (Waller Ch. 2, location 384, par. 2).  

Though the Sampson/Sandow confrontation took place in London, Sandow’s 

success became international news, reaching as far as New York City, where the 

Brooklyn Eagle detailed the strongman’s success. “As the Pomeranian (Sandow) snapped 

length after length of the steel chain bracelets with his biceps and burst the wire ropes 

with his pectoral muscles, men rose in the audience and waved banknotes of big 

denominations as an invitation to Sampson to beat Sandow if he could, but the former 

sulked and declined” (qtd. in in Kent, Ch. 1, para 1). As Sandow’s fame began to grow, 

more and more people began to sing the praises of the strongman, some quite literally. 

Alec Hurley, a music hall performer who would later gain recognition as the husband of 

Marie Lloyd, adopted a signature number that detailed the Sampson/Sandow contest. The 

song’s chorus: 

Up Jumped Sandow like a Hercules, 

 Lifting up the iron bars 

 And breaking them with ease. 
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 Sampson looked astonished and said it wasn’t fair. 

 But everyone knows that Sandow was the winner there  

(qtd. in in Chapman, Sandow 33). 

As the chorus reflects, the news of Sandow’s victory spread in various mediums, yet each 

recounting of the event built Sandow up as a new paragon for musclemen.  

 Sandow and Attila continued to perform at the Alhambra as news of Sandow’s 

impressive victory spread. In his biography of Sandow, David Waller details the content 

and structure of their Alhambra act. The stage show was approximately 20 minutes long. 

Preceding Sandow on the bill was magician Charles Bertram and Professor Attila. 

Finally, Sandow would take to the stage before a frenzied audience.  

Sandow would start with a revealing warm-up act, followed by poses designed to 

exhibit his musculature and then feats of strength. These might include lifting a 

(quite genuine) horse above his head, or cartwheeling across the stage with dumb-

bells attached to his arms and legs, and turning a somersault with 56lb weights in 

each hand (Waller Ch. 1, location 488, par. 2). 

 

The Alhambra show drew consistent crowds. Graeme Mercer Adam’s biography of the 

strongman remarks that Sandow’s audiences at the Alhambra were “most conspicuous, 

including not only all athletic and would-be athletic London, but royalty, also, and the 

flower of the nobility, plus the elite of Mayfair and Belgravia” (Sandow and Adam 68). 

Sandow and Attila stayed with the Alhambra though late January 1890. Thereafter, they 

embarked on an equally successful tour of the British provinces. Later that same year 

Sandow separated from Attila and began his solo career at the Royal Music Hall in 

Holborn where he continued to draw massive crowds.  

 Though Sandow had become a major draw in Europe, his payment did not match 

the massive income of other big name music hall performers. This led Sandow’s new 

manager, Henry S. Abbey, to determine that the “American market [was] the key to 
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greater fortune” and success (Waller Intro, location 75, par. 1). And so, in June of 1893 

Eugen Sandow boarded the liner Elba and set sail for a new nation, the United States of 

America.  
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CHAPTER III 

SANDOW IN THE UNITED STATES 

The Elba docked in New York City in the summer of 1893, delivering Eugen 

Sandow to a nation suddenly rife with change. The American political landscape faced 

several major shifts in the years preceding Sandow’s arrival: racial anxiety stemming 

from the Reconstruction continued to influence American life, the Frontier expansions in 

the Western United States came to an end, the Peoples’ Party brought Populism to the 

foreground of national politics, and advancements in industry and technology changed 

the day-to-day lives of many Americans. Many of these changes formed an integral web 

of support that made Sandow’s assent possible. These political, social, economic, and 

labor shifts paved the way for Sandow to enact a large-scale revolution of masculinity. 

Much of Sandow’s success as a model of ideal manhood hinged upon the tensions, trials, 

and developments of the Reconstruction and Late Victorian eras. 

Following the 1863 emancipation of the slaves and the end of the Civil War in 

1865 the United States of America entered the Reconstruction Era. The Reconstruction 

lasted until about 1877 and “involved an ambitious effort to forge a national culture, 

heavy with evangelical overtones that demanded social conformity” (McAfee 5). This 

reconstruction took shape in two distinct forms. First, President Andrew Johnson 

launched Presidential Reconstruction, a plan that allowed formerly confederate states 

great liberty in how they rebuilt themselves (“Reconstruction”). Presidential 

Reconstruction left the southern states free to enact a series of black codes or Jim Crow 

Laws; regulations that enforced segregation, white-only land ownership, and anti-

miscegenation became commonplace (Tischauser 4-5). President Johnson’s leniency 
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towards the Sothern states’ black codes led to a conflict between the President and many 

northern congressmen; ultimately the president was brought forward for impeachment in 

1868. The impeachment proceedings brought an end to Presidential Reconstruction and a 

Radical Reconstruction run by members of Congress rather than the nation’s President 

took its place.  As congressional Radical Republicans gained power they pushed through 

both the 14th and 15th Amendments emphasizing equal protection and voting rights for 

racial minorities. Radical Reconstruction eventually resulted in the development of the 

“South’s first state-funded public school systems, more equitable taxation legislation, 

laws against racial discrimination in public transport and accommodations and ambitious 

economic development programs” (“Reconstruction”).  

Perhaps the greatest effect of the Reconstruction was an ongoing sense of racial 

anxiety. The process of transitioning newly freed slaves to United States citizens proved 

controversial. As the two disparate forms of reconstruction demonstrate, there was great 

tension between groups determined to empower newly freed African Americans and 

those aiming to impede the rights of non-white citizens. In the Northern United States, 

former slaves were granted land ownership with the hope that through “working their 

own land the free blacks could achieve a ‘manly self-dependence’” (Sussman 108). 

Minority success was still impeded, however, by lingering fears perpetuated by 

stereotypes and a twisted black mythos. “The greatest fear possessed by whites 

concerning African Americans was their alleged uncontrollable instinct to attack and 

sexually violate whites, especially white women” (Tischauser 4). Such fears led to the 

formation of white supremacist groups. A primary focus for these white supremacists was 

the ongoing anti-miscegenation movement predicated on the fear that black men desired 
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white women. Should blacks pursue such desires, Anglo-Saxon "racial superiority” may 

fall victim to a "mongrelization" of black genetics (“Miscegenation…”). The most 

notable of these white supremacist groups was the Ku Klux Klan. The KKK served as “a 

vehicle for white southern resistance to the Republican Party’s Reconstruction-era 

policies aimed at establishing political and economic equality for blacks” (“Ku Klux 

Klan”). The Klan’s membership was primarily composed of white farmers and laborers, 

but merchants, lawyers, and even ministers were among the ranks of the original Klan 

(Misiroglu 419). Their attacks were aimed at blacks and whites; anybody who supported 

the Radical Republican agenda was a target.   

In the American West, Colonel James Forsythe led the U.S. Army’s 7th Calvary 

against Chief Spotted Elk (alt. Big Foot) and his tribe in what has become known as the 

battle/massacre of Wounded Knee. The conflict occurred on December 29, 1890 in South 

Dakota and left more than 150 Native Americans and 25 cavalrymen dead. This was last 

major conflict in the American-Indian War. “Thereafter there [were] no glorious battles, 

no great uprisings. The once proud Indians finally capitulated to the whiteman. The wide-

open spaces could no longer be called the Wild West, for the frontier had been fully 

incorporated into the United States (Hughes 87). Following Wounded Knee the era of the 

American Frontier was over. The west had been officially incorporated into the United 

States and the American frontier was now the Western United States (“America at the 

Turn of the Century”).  

In national politics, 1892 saw the emergence of the Populist Movement and the 

formation of The People’s Party. The primary aim of the Populists was an increase in the 

political concerns and powers of ordinary people, namely agricultural laborers. “These 
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original populists were largely farmers from the cotton, wheat, and corn belts” and “saw 

large-scale government intervention as the solution to their economic problems” 

(Horger). Populism, at a base level, saw the “little guy” taking on big government. The 

movement gained a major foothold in the American Midwest, and in the 1892 

presidential election Populist James Weaver pulled 22 electoral votes (“Populist 

Movement”). Despite Populists’ interest in Weaver, in March 1893 the U.S. Presidency 

passed from Republican Benjamin Harrison to Democrat Grover Cleveland.  

The late 1800s also saw numerous changes in industry and technology. In 1892 

Charles Duryea built the first gasoline powered car, a model which was soon perfected by 

Henry Ford (Larned 738). The American oil industry, dominated by John D. 

Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Trust, tapped oil fields in Kansas, Illinois, Louisiana, 

Oklahoma, and Texas (“America at the Turn of the Century”). Andrew Carnegie’s steel 

company introduced the United States to the Bessemer process of steel production and 

led the country to elevate its steel output from 389,799 tons in 1875 to 4,019,995 ton is 

1893 (“Andrew Carnegie: Prince of Steel,” Misa 28, Historical Statistics of the United 

States 1897). Within the workforce itself, “changes in scale, location, and level of 

technology transformed men’s working lives. Workers increasingly seemed to lose 

control of their labor and production process, which was transferred upwards to a new 

class of managers and supervisors” (Kimmel 82). However, the most significant 

industrial development of the late 1800s was the 1869 completion of the Pacific 

(transcontinental) Railroad. This inspired the rapid construction of rail lines across the 

United States, “open[ing] the American West to settlement and commerce as never 

before” (Brown 42). 
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Unfortunately, the industrial pressure behind the U.S. rail system had heavy 

consequences. Following a peak in 1892, the construction industry saw a downward turn 

in business. Likewise, industries such as cotton, silk, rubber, tin, coal, and oil saw a 

downturn (Whitten). These industry recessions set the stage for the fiscal failures of both 

the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad in January of 1893 (Watkins). The exponential 

growth of railways in the late 1800s resulted in a major over-expansion, and by 1893 the 

rail industry hit a hard slump. As major corporations went bankrupt unemployment levels 

spiked, in fact, they doubled between 1892 and 1893 (Romer 31). This period of 

economic turmoil is known as the Panic of 1893.  

The panic “intensified a widespread sense of gender malaise” (Kasson 23). The 

lifestyle of the Victorian dandy in the nation’s Northeast was collapsing alongside the 

United States’ economy. Fiscal comfort was no longer an easily accessible guarantee, and 

men were suddenly faced with the fear of failing to provide for their families. In the face 

of the recession, “many men gave up the struggle, resigned to workplace failure,” and led 

the construction of a new social community of failed men (Kimmel 101). For many of 

these disenfranchised men the dandy became an impractical standard. The Panic of 1893 

also impacted men living in rural United States. As the depression led to a decline in the 

sale and manufacture of industrial goods, as well as a cut back in railway expansion, 

many male laborers faced finical crisis that threatened their ideal of self-sustaining 

manhood (“Panic of 1893”).  Such displaced laborers banded together with agricultural 

workers to from Coxey’s Army, a Populist protest group that marched on Washington 

D.C. in 1894 (Grinspan). This crisis coupled with the numerous social and political 

changes infused into the crucible of 1890s American life creating an opening for a 
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masculine revolution. This opening was a sign of good fortune for the strongman Eugen 

Sandow, and much of his success would be derived from the very “gender malaise” 

brought on by the Panic of 1893.  

Sandow arrived in the United States in 1893, with a remarkable physique and a 

penchant for staging provocative tableaux vivants, or living pictures. At the direction of 

his manager Henry Abbey, Sandow’s first target was the Casino Roof Garden in New 

York City. The theatre specialized in musical and variety acts, but the theatre’s manager, 

Rudolph Aronson, was not immediately eager to book the strongman due to the Casino 

Garden’s current production of William Gill’s musical spoof Adonis. Aronson feared that 

the strongman might undermine the physique of Adonis’s leading man. However, after 

some convincing by Abbey, Sandow was booked to perform on June 12, 1893.  

 On the night of Sandow's U.S. debut his act was scheduled immediately following 

a performance of Adonis. The title role in the musical was played by Henry Dixey, a 

well-regarded pantomime artist. As cultural historian John F. Kasson observes, by the 

1890s Dixey "had made 'his body.... a thoroughly trained instrument of expression, of 

which he has perfect and complete control." He was so successful at embodying this 

popular theatrical ideal of physical perfection that he was virtually trapped in the role..." 

(Kasson 24).  

 At the end of his act Dixey assumed a statuesque pose of masculine perfection as 

the curtain fell. When the curtain rose again, the audience was given their first look at 

Eugen Sandow. Sandow had duplicated the final pose of Dixey’s act. The stark contrast 

in physique led one New York World journalist to write “New York has come to look 

upon Dixey as a fairly well-made young man. When New York has seen Sandow after 
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Dixey in Adonis. 

Photograph by Napoleon Sarony. 

Theatre Arts Collection Harry Ransom 

Humanities Research Center. The 

University of Texas at Austin 

 

Dixey, however, New York will realize what a wretched, scrawny creature the usual 

well-built young gentleman is compared with the perfect man” (qtd. in in Sandow and 

Adam 111). The newspaper further suggested that "one look at [Sandow] is enough to 

make the average young man thoroughly disgusted with himself, and to make him give 

up his nightly habit of standing in front of his glass in his pajamas and swelling his chest 

with pride."  In his very first venture into the American market, Sandow was recognized 

as having set a new standard for men in the United States.  

    

 

 

As soon as New York had set eyes on Sandow the strongman came to stand for 

more than a well-built showman; he additionally came to represent the new ideal for what 

men could become. “Spectators viewed Sandow’s body as both an attraction and a 

challenge, a model of strength and an object of desire, and inspiration, a rebuke, and a 

Eugen Sandow: Full Portrait 

Photograph by Napoleon Sarony, 

1893Library of Congress.  
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seduction” (Kasson 29). Simply by taking the stage and displaying his body Sandow 

threw down the gauntlet for American men and sparked a new interest in perfecting the 

masculine body. Through his New York debut, Eugen Sandow “gained national attention 

as [a representative] of a new ideal of male muscularity” (Carroll 203). As his American 

career grew, so too would his influence over Americans’ perception of manhood.  

 In the audience of Sandow’s Casino Roof show sat Florenz Ziegfeld (a man who 

would later find great success with the eponymous Ziegfeld Follies). Ziegfeld had arrived 

in New York to scout for talents that could help save the failing Trocadero Theatre in 

Chicago, which was run by Ziegfeld’s father. The legend goes that Ziegfeld was so 

excited by Sandow’s act that he immediately afterwards charged the strongman’s 

dressing room, and offered him a contract (Chapman 59). Whether the tale is true or not, 

Ziegfeld did sign Eugen Sandow as the headliner for Chicago’s Trocadero Theatre with 

the offer of a ten-percent cut in box office revenue. The arrangement was certainly short 

term, for the Trocadero Theatre was an attraction at Chicago’s World Fair. As such, the 

theatre was only operable during the fair season. This partnership would lead Sandow to 

completely reinvent his stage show. No longer were his lifts, summersaults, and feats of 

strength the primary entertainment; instead the proactive show of muscles became 

Sandow’s trademark.  

 Ziegfeld brought Sandow further into the realm of vaudeville, a genre of variety 

performance that had also undergone a recent reimaging. Following the events of the 

Astor Place Riot “theatres that catered to the middle and upper classes began to 

implement decorum standards by printing house rules on the tickets” (Ullom 26). This 

forced standard of behavior drove many working-class men to desert the legitimate 
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theatre, opting instead for other pastimes (Butsch, Making 77).  One such pastime were 

variety performances. These variety shows comprised multiple short acts such as songs, 

skits, minstrelsy, and burlesque, and they were often housed in concert halls and saloons. 

Blackface minstrelsy particularly became the masculine entertainment that theatre had 

been for fans of Edwin Forrest (Butsch, Making…91).  

However, variety too became subject to a cleansing. “By the late nineteenth 

century, most considered it clean, respectable entertainment for everyone, due to 

pioneering efforts by managers, particularly Tony Pastor (often styled the “Father of 

Vaudeville”) and partners Benjamin Franklin Keith and Edward F. Albee” (Kindell 761). 

The efforts of these proprietors made Sandow’s rise to stardom possible and profitable, 

for by 1879 variety was more profitable than “legitimate” theatre (Butsch, Making 106). 

The new-found popularity and respectability of variety performance allowed this kind of 

popular entertainment to move from the concert hall to the “regular” theatre; this move 

coincided with the evolution from variety to vaudeville. Had Pastor, Keith, and Albee not 

sanitized the public perception of variety and vaudeville performances, Sandow’s act 

would likely not have been viewed as an innocently titillating display, but instead as a 

vulgar affront. The vaudeville stage served as the perfect platform for Ziegfeld to 

establish his new star, and the Trocadero’s vaudeville company would be the ideal 

proving ground for Eugen Sandow.  

While Ziegfeld would go on to build a career from glorifying young women, his 

“first experiment in the fine art of glorification,” according his daughter Patricia Ziegfeld, 

was Eugen Sandow (qtd. in Buck, “Sandow” 29). Sandow became Ziegfeld’s first great 

star. To generate interest in Sandow’s first Chicago show, Ziegfeld launched the first of 
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many advertising campaigns to market Sandow as the ideal man. Ziegfeld spent an 

astounding $5,000 (nearly $130,000 today) on advertisements that hailed Sandow as 

“The Unprecedented Sensation of the Century,” “The Strongest Man on Earth,” “The 

Perfect Man” (Waller Ch. 6, location 1037, par. 1). The campaign worked, and on August 

1, 1893, Sandow performed for a packed house at the Trocadero Theatre, despite the 

oppressive late summer heat. Ziegfeld’s brilliant publicity campaign worked well–

Sandow’s likeness had been papered over every inch of the city–and there was a feeling 

of excitement in the air” (Higham 13).  

The show began with a series of acts by acrobats, dancers, and singers before, 

finally, Eugen Sandow took the stage. The strongman’s act began with original music by 

Sandow’s friend Martinus Sieveking. Then, “the curtain was raised and Sandow began 

his turn with a flourish of muscles. Posing, weightlifting, the human barbell stunt, and a 

spectacular turn harness lift rounded out his act. It was clear that Sandow had enthralled 

the entire audience, even the stuffy, nouveau riche patricians” (Chapman 60).   

 With Sandow’s body already poised as a new masculine ideal, Ziegfeld aimed to 

heighten the appeal of the World’s Strongest Man by adding another element to the 

modern masculine ideal. This additional element was to be the “one Ziegfeld promoted 

most shamelessly: Sandow’s sex-appeal” (Waller Ch. 6, location 1041, par. 1). Ziegfeld 

had a strong mind for public relations and recognized Sandow’s strong appeal to female 

spectators (Chapman 61). The showman’s first step in sexualizing the European Hercules 

was to drastically alter his stage attire. “Before Chicago, Sandow had performed in a 

neck-to-toe pink leotard and blue singlet, but Ziegfeld stripped him down to a pair of 

skin-tight, white silk trunks. Newspaper illustrations of the time almost always show 
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Sandow from behind, suggesting that a frontal view would have been too scandalous to 

publish. In the few frontal views that were published, his boxers are usually darkened to 

conceal the offending bulges. Sandow's [Chicago] debut in his skimpy outfit received 

thunderous applause” (Elledge, “Sandow” 17).  

To further build Sandow’s status as a sex-symbol, Ziegfeld took to the Trocadero 

stage following Sandow’s first appearance and announced that “anyone willing to donate 

three hundred dollars to charity would be granted a private interview in Sandow’s 

dressing room” (Buck, “Sandow” 29). Two prominent women, Mrs. Potter Palmer and 

Mrs. George Pullman, met the challenge. “Inasmuch as Ziegfeld planned for the ladies to 

go backstage, he probably also planned for the pressmen to be waiting outside the 

dressing room, enabling them to cover the ladies’ experience and print every word” 

(Buck, “Sandow” 30).  

Of course, Ziegfeld’s plan worked, and by the next morning, “you were no one, 

really no one… unless you have felt Sandow’s muscles” (Farnsworth 16). In her 1999 

book, Ziegfeld Girl, Linda Mizejewski highlights the ingenuity of this plan, in which “the 

pitch made specifically to the opposite sex offered a brush of intimacy in a suggestive 

backstage setting, but under the auspices of a family amusement show. Female contact 

with a stranger’s amazing masculine body, a potentially vulgar or dangerous situation, 

was organized like a tour, safe and public” (Mizejewski 14). With one clever move, 

Ziegfeld elevated Sandow from a mere impressive physique to a must see, must touch, 

paradigm of virility and masculinity. “Ziegfeld sold Sandow through sex appeal,” 

working with him to create a sensationalized paradigm of masculine perfection (Buck, 

“Sandow” 32). 
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 It is then all the more interesting to note that while Sandow built a career of 

appealing to women’s erotic passions, the strongman seemed to hold little interest in sex 

itself. “Perhaps this was out of exaggerated desire to maintain the respectability of his 

public reputation, which at the time deemed it acceptable for a man to strip off in the 

interests on science, but not so if here were actively trying to titillate women. Or was it 

the self-obsession of a man so besotted with his own beauty that he could not be moved 

to take an interest in others?” (Waller Ch. 6 , location 1072, para 2). Other scholars, such 

as Jim Elledge and David Chapman, have pondered the question and speculate that the 

Strongman’s disinterest may have stemmed from his possible homosexuality.  

The claims of homosexuality, however, are mere speculation. There is evidence to 

support the theory, such as the strongman’s relationship with the painter Aubrey Hunt 

and an 1893 clipping from the New York World which reveals Sandow had been living 

with his close friend and pianist Martinus Sieveking during his engagement at the Casino 

Roof Garden. Although this does provide grounds for speculation regarding Sandow’s 

sexual orientation it offers no certainty. In fact, in 1894 Sandow married Blanche Brooks, 

and eventually the pair had two daughters. Sandow’s suspected gay lover, Martinus 

Sieveking, was also wed in 1899. The argument could, of course, be made that their 

wives simply served as beards to shore up their false heterosexuality, but this would 

again be speculation. 

Regardless of the reason behind Sandow’s abstinence, his manager, Ziegfeld, 

viewed the matter as a vacuum in his public relations campaign and set about the creation 

of “a number of rumors to underscore Sandow's he-man image by linking him 

romantically to several women, notably the alluring beauty Lillian Russell” (Elledge, 
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“Sandow” 17). The plot solidified Sandow’s status as champion of a new male ideal as it 

cemented the strongman’s status as a sexual icon. Linking Sandow to Lillian Russell was 

a stroke of genius. Both parties were performers at the Chicago World’s Fair and thus 

were seen together frequently enough to fan the flame of the rumor. By employing the 

relationship rumors Ziegfeld was able to subtly encourage women’s interest in the 

strongman’s body while also putting any questions of homosexuality to rest. The falsified 

romances must have worked, as Sandow’s performances at the Trocadero Theatre went 

on to be one of the biggest draws for 1893 Chicago’s World Fair.   

Sandow’s early success began the “process of redefining white middle-class 

masculinity from a… quality of character based on self-control and social responsibility 

to a corporeal essence identified with the vigor and prowess of the individual male body” 

(Kaplan 662).  Prior to Sandow’s arrival in the United States male etiquette was a stodgy 

affair. Both Margaret Conkling’s The American Gentleman's Guide to Politeness and 

Fashion (published in 1864 under the pseudonym Henry Lunettes) and Cecil Hartley’s 

The Gentlemen's Book of Etiquette, and Manual of Politeness (published 1873) two late 

1800s etiquette guides, reflect the rigidity and forced decorum of the pre-Sandow ideal. 

Like Washington’s 110 rules, both texts emphasize politeness in manner and quality of 

dress, as well as genial courtesy and social ritual. However, these courtesy texts were far 

less prudish than those transcribed by the young founding father. These elements of 

masculine self-control can also be seen in the Sandow ideal; however, their importance is 

mitigated. To Sandow the fitness of the body was the primary step in the creation of “a 

sound mind in a sound body,” self-control is simply a natural side effect (Sandow and 

Adam 1). Self-control is not the only commonality between Sandow’s manhood and 
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these Victorian etiquette guides. The Hartley guide even offers a short chapter on “Manly 

Exercise,” in which Hartley cites proper standing and sitting posture as the greatest 

benefit of fitness.  

Hartley proposes that exercise should serve as an amusement and suggests a series 

of exercises that are deemed fitting for the gentleman, among them: riding, carriage 

driving, and sailing. Though fitness was in mind for the 1800s American gentleman, it 

was obviously not regarded with the same level esteem that would be solicited by Eugen 

Sandow. Sandow championed the idea of “emphasis on external ‘personality’ over 

internal ‘character’ as the key to manliness and success…As Sandow championed this 

outer focus, notions of male health began to focus on the appearance or physique of the 

male body” (Carroll 203). Through Sandow urbanized men in the northeast began to 

move away from the dandy ideal and settle instead on the Sandow inspired ideal of 

fitness and vigor. 

Sandow’s body and attitude presented the audience of America’s northeast with a 

new view of ideal manhood. “The sense of masculinity embodied by Sandow was “the 

antithesis of the… feminized dandy so often associated with the 1890s” (Waller Ch. 3, 

location 732, par. 1). However, Sandow’s sense of masculinity was also markedly 

different from the one embodied by Edwin Forrest, the premier acting star of the early-to-

mid 1800s. Where Forrest was rough and ready, Sandow was energetic, purposive, 

disciplined. Forrest was an icon for “power and danger,” while Sandow stood for 

dedication, ambition, and strength (Butsch, For Fun 55). Ziegfeld took pains to 

emphasize Sandow’s nonthreatening nature and make the strongman a more conscionable 

model of manhood.    
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Shortly after Sandow’s act opened at the Trocadero Theatre Florenz Ziegfeld 

arranged for Amy Leslie, the drama critic for the Chicago Daily News, to accompany 

Sandow on a stroll through the fairground’s garden. As they walked Leslie was 

“surprised to find the strongman was actually a gentle, happy fellow, fond of nature’s 

beauty” (Chapman 61). Sandow paused to pick a snapdragon blossom and mentioned 

how it reminded him of his childhood in Germany. Just then Sandow was accosted by an 

irate guard who “shouted ‘that Sandow had broken the law . . . Unwisely the guard 

grabbed Sandow by the elbow.’ Sandow, however, ‘simply picked up the guard and held 

him at arm’s length, examining him as if he were some curious specimen of the parks 

fauna.’ He put the guard down only when Miss Leslie pleaded for him to do so” (Buck, 

“Sandow” 30). As news of the encounter spread, Ziegfeld was quick to point out “that 

however ferocious he might act on stage, Sandow was really a gentle giant, equally 

comfortable with a bouquet of flowers or a heavy barbell in his hand” (Chapman 61). 

The partnership between Florenz Ziegfeld and Eugen Sandow could not have 

been more opportune for the strongman. Ziegfeld’s unmatched eye for publicity provided 

Sandow with all the traits that would become cornerstones for the strongman’s new male 

ideal. Thanks to Ziegfeld, Sandow was not only a muscular physique. He was an 

undeniable sexual force, an unexpected romantic, an undercover gentleman, and the 

unabashed perfect man. 

The Ziegfeld/Sandow partnership was not only helpful but also highly lucrative, 

as their Trocadero show pulled in over $30,000 in just six weeks. However, as the winds 

of winter rolled into Chicago the Trocadero Theatre shut down. Following the theatre’s 

closure on November 4th Sandow “was presented by Manager Ziegfeld, of the Trocadero, 
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with a fine gold medal, bearing an inscription testifying to his record-breaking 

engagement” (New York Dramatic Mirror, 14). Though their time at Chicago’s 

Trocadero Theatre had come to an end, the partnership between Florenz Ziegfeld and 

Eugen Sandow had only just begun.  

Following his success at the Trocadero on the campus of the Chicago World’s 

Fair Sandow took an eight-week engagement at Koster and Bial’s Music Hall in New 

York to begin in mid-December. In excitement over the booking, one of the hall’s 

proprietors, Albert Bial announced, “When Sandow appeared at the Casino last summer, 

almost everybody was out of town. His appearance at our house, therefore, will be 

practically his debut here (New York). He will have several new feats" (New York 

Dramatic Mirror 7). With a month off before his New York engagement Sandow 

returned to England, where he met Graeme Mercer Adams. Shortly after, Adams 

befriended the strongman who then enlisted Adams to write the first book on Sandow, 

Sandow’s System of Physical Training. After returning to New York Sandow began his 

stint at Koster and Bial’s. The strongman served as the theatre’s headliner, and to 

perpetuate Sandow’s ongoing prestige, Florenz Ziegfeld made certain that the bill was 

shared only by excellent performers (though he was careful to ensure that none could 

outshine Sandow).  During his tenure at the music hall Sandow posed for series of 

photographs with famous photographer Napoleon Sarony. The strongman also continued 

his tradition of offering intimate meetings backstage after the performance. These were 

limited to groups of fifteen spectators who were treated to a private presentation in which 

Sandow would lecture on fitness and allow the viewers to feel his iron-like muscles.  
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When his contract at the Music Hall came to an end Sandow traveled to West 

Orange, New Jersey, with Messrs. Koster and Bial. The theatre proprietors had arranged 

for Sandow to meet with Thomas Edison and have his famous poses captured in motion 

picture format by Edison’s Kinetoscope. Ziegfeld’s influence can be seen in these films. 

The final products, three short films for kinetoscope, each show Sandow in short trunks 

flexing and posing. There are no dumbbells or chains to accompany Sandow, for Ziegfeld 

knew that Sandow’s greatest asset was his body, not his strength. The rippling muscles 

moving on the screen amazed and titillated audiences in “thousands of peepshows and 

theatres across America” (Waller, Ch. 6, location 1125, par. 3). The motion picture 

allowed Sandow’s impact to extend further than his performance bases of Chicago and 

New York, but still his reach was limited primarily to populous cities (“Early 

Motion…”). While the short films did expose a more regionally diverse audience to 

Sandow’s body, they were remarkably short (less than 30 seconds each) and at a cost of 

25 cents (nearly $7.00 today) for just a few moments of film they were not cheap 

entertainments. Though these films did immortalize the strongman, “he sought 

immortalization of a different sort—the kind that comes with wide public exposure 

(Chapman 77).   

Sandow continued to extend his reach in the United States by joining Ziegfeld and 

his Trocadero Company for a tour of the country’s west coast. Their primary stop was 

San Francisco’s Mid-Winter Fair. The overall response to Sandow’s tour of the West 

Coast was favorable, although a notable blemish in the tour’s success came from a highly 

anticipated matchup between Eugen Sandow and a real lion called Commodore 

(Chapman 83, 86). The hype for the match was impressive, and on May 22, 1894 
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approximately 20,000 spectators crowded the arena (Waller, Ch. 6, location 1186, par. 1). 

As the audience, had entered the venue, they passed by a large cage containing a 

ferocious lion. This lion snarled and roared as spectators passed, building up the 

audience’s excitement to witness the battle of the century. This lion, however, was not 

Commodore; it was the younger and fiercer lion Parnell (Chapman 86). The anticipation 

incited by Ziegfeld’s advertisements and the display of the ferocious Parnell filled the 

arena, but when the packed audience finally caught sight of Sandow’s opponent, 

Commodore, their anticipation gave way to disappointment. 

 The lion had clearly seen better days and the gloves and muzzle forced upon the 

animal further mitigated Commodore’s supposedly ferocious appearance. One spectator 

noted that it seemed to be limping “on all four legs at once” (qtd. in Chapman 86). 

Sandow so easily bested the feline that the audience was left in a furor over the poor 

animal’s mistreatment. Following the fiasco in San Francisco Ziegfeld and Sandow made 

a quick exit from the city and moved on to San Jose and Los Angeles.  

Following their tour of California, Sandow and Ziegfeld temporarily parted ways, 

though Ziegfeld continued to act as Sandow’s manager. Sandow and his composer, 

Sieveking, set sail for Europe. In their absence, Ziegfeld planned a second tour of 

America focused on engagements throughout the heartland. As the tour came together, 

Sandow busied himself with another engagement. On August 8, 1894, newspapers in 

both England and the United States ran the news of Eugen Sandow’s marriage to Blanche 

Brookes. Seeing the potential drop in profits stemming from Sandow’s unavailable 

relationship status, Ziegfeld attempted to cover up the union by leaking further rumors 

about Sandow and singer Lillian Russell. Ziegfeld’s efforts were in vain, as Blanche 
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Sandow accompanied her husband on his return trip to American and his subsequent tour 

of the nation’s heartland. Notably absent, however, was Sandow’s friend and composer 

Sieveking.  

The tour began on October 1, 1894, and saw Sandow perform in Ohio, Missouri, 

Nebraska, and Iowa. Along this tour Sandow’s sexualized aesthetic had to be toned 

down; he was, after all, a married man. Touring with his wife gave Sandow “a more 

respectable position” (Chapman 92). Though Sandow did carry on a flirtatious 

relationship with his fans, his post-performance show-and-tell sessions were at an end. 

The tour ended by Spring 1895 and Sandow and company made their way back to New 

York City.  

Despite a few misfires, Sandow’s tour of America aided the strongman in 

extended his name recognition from one coast to the other. As Sandow’s fame spread, so, 

too, did the challenge of his new male ideal. As more men were exposed to Sandow’s 

magnificent frame the strongman became increasingly “determined to put in motion long-

term plans to share his knowledge of physical culture with the universe” (Chapman 100). 

However, Sandow’s influence had not yet overtaken the entire country. The impact of his 

stage shows was limited to the immediate areas surrounding the performances. To extend 

his reach to an even wider audience Sandow would need to employ new tactics. 
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CHAPTER IV 

EXPANDING THE BRAND 

 While the general nature of Sandow’s physique and performance may reflect his 

contribution to the development of a new understanding of masculinity within the 

northeastern United States and the locale of his few stops during the American tour, it 

was Sandow’s keen sense of entrepreneurship and self-promotion that enabled his ideal 

male aesthetic to take hold across the United States (Morais 193). As Victorian literature 

scholar Patrick Scott observed in 2008, “Sandow saw physical culture, not simply as 

entertainment, but as a moral crusade, racial necessity, and also a business opening” 

(Scott 79). In an effort to remedy the lacking physical culture environment of the United 

States Sandow took advantage of his fame, the emergence of leisure culture, and the 

antimodernist sentiments present at the turn of the century to capitalize on the growing 

discontent with the American masculine ideal. By the late nineteenth century a sense of 

overcivilization, a weakening of Protestant morality spurred by an increasingly material 

society, and a perceived loss of individual will in the face of a bureaucratic market 

economy had severely altered the consciousness of many upper and middle class 

intellectuals; “a weightless culture of material comfort and spiritual blandness was 

breeding weightless persons who longed for intense experience to give… substance to 

their vaporous lives” (Lears, No Place 32). This yearning for intense experience was one 

of the many cultural trends Sandow exploited at the turn of the century to spread his 

influence across the United States and to establish himself as a national brand. 

 Sandow’s first step in constructing himself as a national brand was to establish 

himself as a male paradigm. This aim was met early in his American career as his 
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partnership with Florenz Ziegfeld elevated Sandow to celebrity status and his appearance 

in kinetoscope films spread his fame to many of the nation’s major cities. This national 

name recognition was the first step in establishing the strongman’s brand equity. “This is 

important because Sandow’s name became associated with health, exercise, and the built 

body, which he leveraged to sell various products” (Morais 195). With his name now 

recognizable in almost every major city, Sandow’s next task was to extend the practical 

reach of his philosophies and merchandise to an even more diverse population.  

 To meet this goal Sandow needed to offer his brand to the widest audience 

possible. While his stage show could reach a great many consumers in the Northeast, he 

needed something less regional. To meet this need Sandow turned to literature. First 

came his 1894 book, Sandow on Physical Training: A Study in the Perfect Type of the 

Human Form. The book was co-authored with Graeme Mercer Adam and, according to 

the preface, aims to provide “detailed instructions for the performance of [Sandow’s]… 

exercises and [supply] the reader with a text-book which… will be useful to the would-be 

athlete and to all who desire to attain perfect health, increased strength, and the full 

development of their physical frame. (Sandow and Adam i). Sandow’s first book acts as a 

how-to guide, a biography, and a megaphone for Sandow’s many philosophies regarding 

fitness and health. It comprises twenty chapters that varyingly outline the strongman’s 

early life, his passion for physical education, and his personal exercise routines.   

 Four years after the publication of his first book Sandow began publishing 

Physical Culture (later titled Sandow’s Magazine of Physical Culture, and then simply 

Sandow’s Magazine). According to the first editorial in Sandow’s Magazine, the 

publication’s aim was “to raise the average standard of the race as a whole,” and 
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concludes that “unless we set about improving the physique of the present generation, we 

cannot hope to benefit those who come after us” (qtd. inChapman 109). It is worth noting 

that this desire to raise the standard of the race refers to humankind in general, not 

Caucasians exclusively. However, the publicity for the publication would seem to 

indicate that the primary audience is upper and middle class white Americans. Print ads 

for Sandow’s Magazine appeared in other white-centric publications like The Atlantic 

Monthly and Gunton’s Magazine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This 1902 advertisement for Sandow’s Magazine 

appeared in Gunton’s Magazine of American 

Economics and Political Science, Vol. 24. 

 

An identical advertisement ran in The Atlantic Monthly, 

Vol. 90. 
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Patrick Scott’s 2008 article in Victorian Periodicals Review offers a summation of 

the average issue of Sandow’s Magazine. 

A normal issue opened with a lead article under the byline of Sandow 

himself, extolling the historical, philosophical or political importance of 

the physical culture movement before giving details of some new exercise 

procedure. Sandow’s name also headed a regular feature ‘‘Hints from 

Sandow or Editorial Chat,’’ combining Sandow’s sense of historic mission 

(‘‘I am now making an effort to get the general scheme of National 

Physical Education . . . through Parliament’’) with small-print answers to 

anxious correspondents: ‘‘Don’t be too self-conscious’’; ‘‘Stammering 

can be cured by getting your body into good condition’’; ‘‘Once a day is 

sufficient for exercise’’; ‘‘Send the defective strands to the Developer 

Company, Basing House, London, E.C.’’; ‘‘You are quite right, knickers 

would be better than trousers’’; ‘‘We hope to be able to start a school in 

Edinburgh shortly’’; and ‘‘Blackheads may be removed . . . Exercise 

regularly, with the cold tub after, . . . and you will soon have a perfect 

skin’” (Scott 85). 

 

American issues of the magazine differed from those in England. Though the American 

version was heavily influenced by its British incarnation, its form and content 

purposefully played towards a more American audience (Chapman 148). 

 The publication of his magazine allowed Sandow to spread a wide variety of 

ideals. Physical Culture became the voice for Eugen Sandow’s views on nutrition and 

exercise as well as topical features and household tips. The magazine’s impact on the 

development of Sandow’s masculine ideal is twofold. First, his publication of training 

regimens, exercise tips, and nutrition plans appealed to a wide demographic of men from 

various regions and social classes (Chapman 109). Second, “the magazine also covered 

topical events, contained household hints, and had a ‘breezy, populist tone’ that 

maintained his desirability with his female audience (Morais 204). The magazine 

portrayed Sandow as wholly masculine, though pragmatically domesticated. His 

manhood was not as blatant as that of the rough Edwin Forrest, nor was it as refined as 
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that of the masculine Dandy. Instead, Sandow balanced the two extremes, crafting a 

masculine identity that was empowering for men and appealing to women.  

 Another key achievement of Sandow’s books and magazines was their ability to 

make Sandow’s male ideal an attainable reality (or to at least make it appear that it was). 

Sandow’s status as a fitness celebrity granted him the credibility to market any health and 

fitness product. The effect of this was heightened by the proliferation of Sandow’s 

creation myth. The transformative story of the weakling Sandow into the world’s 

strongest man resonated with American audiences. As Dominique Padurano says in 

Testimonial Advertising in the American Marketplace, the United States is a place “where 

narratives of social transformation [have] long held sway over the American 

imagination” (Padurano 174). By linking his ongoing series of publications and training 

equipment with the narrative of his personal triumph, Sandow was able to present his 

masculine ideal as not just a paradigm but as a practical, tangible reality achievable by 

the humblest of men.  

 Sandow’s promise of attainable results was not just available via his books and 

magazines. Around 1903 Sandow opened Sandow’s Institute of Physical Culture in 

Boston, Massachusetts, making it even easier to attain the Sandow level of masculine 

perfection. The college “was one of the best-equipped gymnasiums in the country…and 

gave lessons both individually and in large classes” (Chapman 148). The school catered 

to both sexes and offered mail-away courses for non-local students. Though Sandow did 

not personally oversee the management of the school he was frequently on the premises 

and made himself available for consultation (Kaines…; Chapman 148). Though the 

school closed before the end of World War I, during its operation it was “revered for… 
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[its] reputation of achieving stellar results with exercise and dietary advice” (Morais 

204). The Boston institute was one of many international Sandow-sponsored schools for 

physical culture. Similar institutes were opened in England, Wales, and Australia. W. T. 

Stead, an English journalist who toured Sandow’s Institute of Physical Culture in 

London, published a review of the school, noting the cleanliness of the venue, peak 

fitness of the trainers, and marked age and gender diversity in the hundreds of patrons 

who passed through the gym in single day (Waller, Ch. 6, location 2526, par. 2).

 Despite Sandow’s immense success, “like many popular historical figures, 

Sandow was not successful simply because of his own efforts” (Morais 196). There were 

many social and cultural shifts that undergirded the success of Eugen Sandow and his 

new male ideal. His arrival in America was fortuitously timed. In 1893, a month prior to 

Sandow’s arrival, the U.S. stock market crashed, pulling the country into a deep 

depression. The depression reinforced the already emerging gender struggle of the 

American middle class. “To many, manhood seemed no longer a stable condition—

absolute and unproblematic—but rather an arduous, even precarious achievement that 

had to be vigilantly defended” (Kasson 23). 

 Then came Sandow, a beacon of manhood and physical perfection. “By stressing 

the potential for strength, control, heroism, and virility in the male physique, [Sandow] 

reassured a broad public of the continuation of these qualities—and their potential for 

further development—in the modern world” (Kasson 76). His adept mixture of masculine 

performance and brand development assuaged the fear of further de-masculinization, and 

refreshed the discourse on health, fitness, and manhood.  
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 The depression was not the only societal shift that bolstered Sandow’s success. 

Perhaps one of the most significant movements that undergirded Sandow’s achievements 

was the antimodernist anxiety of the late 1800s. At a base level, antimodernism centers 

on the anxiety stemming from a cognitive recognition that the socioeconomic and 

technological advancements of modernism also result in potentially destructive 

consequences in areas such as nature, culture, and religion (Versluis 97). One of the most 

direct fears of antimodernist thought was the product of a perceived loss of selfhood and 

personal autonomy that came from an increasingly market-centric society. “Ordinary 

people’s livelihood depended increasing on decisions made in distant cities, on 

circumstances largely beyond the individual’s control” (Lears, No Place 34). Sandow 

was able to harness the cultural tensions of modernity at the turn of century to further the 

relevancy of his cause. As T. Jackson Lears states, during the late 1800s “the internalized 

morality of self-control and autonomous achievement…seemed at the end of its tether… 

Ultimately even personal identity seemed affected by the unreality of modern existence,” 

(Lears, No Place 6). As urban American men moved further away from the ideals that 

characterized Victorian manhood, their sense of identity was called into question. The 

Victorian ideal soon fell to the “newer notion of self-fulfillment through social 

performance in late nineteenth-century bourgeois culture” (Butsch, For Fun 61).   

 Sandow became a poster-boy for this new focus of personality over character. In 

tandem with the changing notions of identity, the pull of antimodernism “drove the 

American bourgeoisie… to pursue the ‘strenuous life’ in sports activates… and–perhaps 

above all–to seek identity and success through the consumption of goods and 

experiences” (Butsch, For Fun 61). This heightened interest in material goods led to the 
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appearance of department stores in many major U.S. cities, a phenomenon whose 

beginning was A. T. Stewart’s Marble Palace in New York City in the late 1840s. With 

department stores cropping up in many populous cities, “residents steadily expanded the 

range of their consumption beyond food and material for clothing; the ambience of the 

large city encouraged many people of modest affluence to aspire to an air of solid 

comfort, if not luxury” (Barth 110). As consumer interests changed, so too did the 

methods of advertisement. Most significantly advertising strategies shifted from 

presenting information to manipulating consumer feelings (Lears, “From Salvation…” 

20). During his time in the United States, Sandow capitalized on this emergence of 

physical and consumer culture at the turn of the century. Just as shopping habits shifted 

under the weight of antimodernism, so too did diet and nutrition. Kitchen revolutions 

such as the slow cooker over and mass produced canned goods as well as an increased 

interest in cheap food changed the diet of many American families, particularly in the 

Northeast (Levenstein 371) 

 In his book American Manhood, E. Anthony Rotundo notes a “vogue of physical 

culture, beginning in the 1850s, [and becoming] a mania during the century’s final third” 

(Rotundo 223). In his 1990 chapter in For Fun and Profit, Stephen Hardy details how 

social, economic, and cultural conditions of the late 1800s were ripe for the emergence of 

sport, fitness, and physical culture (Butsch, For Fun 77). He further outlines the period’s 

accelerated emergence of sport-centric entrepreneurs who manufactured and marketed 

fitness equipment to America’s middle class. As the consumer marketplace became 

increasingly inundated with sporting goods, the nation’s interest in physical culture 

boomed.  Unquestionably, Sandow’s success in America contributed greatly to this mania 
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of physical culture experienced in the late 1800s, but it was the ongoing sensation of 

physical culture that helped Sandow maintain his star status.  

 The turn of the century also saw the development of a new lifestyle doctrine, 

Muscular Christianity. “Using metaphors of fitness and body-building, Christian thinkers 

imagined a strong, forceful Jesus with a religion to match” (Rotundo 224). Some of the 

earliest supporters of the movement, notably Theodore Roosevelt and Protestant leader 

Josiah Strong, “viewed factors such as urbanization, sedentary office jobs, and non-

Protestant immigration as threats not only to their health and manhood but also to their 

privileged social standing” (Putney 44). As this implies, the “Christianity” in “muscular 

Christianity” refers almost exclusively to Protestantism; in this view Catholics were not 

“Christian.” Catholics were not the only party kept from table, for the Muscular Christian 

view of Jesus was a thoroughly white one.  J. F. A. Abrams, an early proponent of 

Muscular Christianity and physical education, “believed that public schools would have 

to initiate physical training if Anglo-Saxons were to ‘save our race from physical 

degeneracy” (qtd. inPutney 31). Sandow himself became a vocal advocate for Muscular 

Christianity, arguing in his 1907 book The Construction and Reconstruction of the 

Human Body: A Manual of the Therapeutics of Exercise that “at first sight there does not 

appear to be much connection between morals and exercise, but a moment’s reflection 

will enable us to understand that anything which develops the body, invigorates the 

health, and strengthens the will, will also have a profound effect upon the character” 

(Qtd. inMorais 197).  

 Muscular Christianity’s advocacy for a healthy lifestyle capitalized on the 

physical culture mania and spread the ideologies of nutrition and fitness to a new 
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audience. By affiliating himself with muscular Christianity, Sandow joined the group in 

their “aversion to [the] sentimentality, refinement, and other stereotypically feminine 

traits… [that] characterized Victorian religion” (Putney 3). This stance positioned 

Sandow to champion a new masculine identity, one centered on vigor, health, and fitness. 

 With the United States’ rising interest in physical culture came the emergence of 

physical education. The idea of physical education was not new; however, it was not until 

Dudley Sargent and Marry Hemmenway opened a series of physical training schools that 

the idea gained legitimate steam (Kennard 837).  Sargent became director of Harvard’s 

Hemmenway Gymnasium and opened it to the entire student body instead of limiting 

membership to upperclassman. Sargent became “the John the Baptist of fitness, 

preaching the gospel of physical education and longing for the coming of a messiah, a 

‘perfect man’ who would show forth the way to all” (Kasson 42). The “messiah” came in 

the form of Eugen Sandow. “Sargent…examined Sandow and judged him to be the finest 

specimen of manhood he had seen” (“Eugen Sandow”). Sandow capitalized on rising 

interest in physical education through his books, magazine, and training school 

effectually making superior fitness training available to the American masses. 

 In his later life, Sandow's model of masculinity became more relevant than ever 

as the United States entered World War I. It became evident that neither American nor 

English men were physically up to the challenge of military life. After seeing “a 

dismaying number of men [fail] the army’s physical examination,” English Prime 

Minister David Lloyd George bemoaned the Allies’ “‘lost army of the rejected’” (Kasson 

75). The public perception of fitness shifted. It was no longer to be achieved via a mere 

leisure activity; it now stood as a symbol for nationalism. Sandow, “concerned at the 
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levels of physical ‘degeneracy’ among recruits…volunteered to train men for combat, as 

an act of patriotic duty” for both the Boer War and World War I.   

 As the war progressed, ideal masculinity underwent a small evolution. The 

understanding of heroism began to shift from the fantastical feats of strength that 

characterized Sandow's aesthetic, settling instead on the practical idea of the war hero. 

The masculine archetype in the United States was still the fit, sexualized hero, but the 

concept of hero had changed significantly. Acts of courage, valor, and patriotism became 

the new defining standard for a hero. Sandow’s stage heroics as a strongman now seemed 

out of place. However, following the First World War the patriot hero became less 

essential; in fact, President Warren G. Harding declared in 1920 that “America's present 

need is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not revolution, but 

restoration...” The idolization of masculine heroics had largely been shattered by the war. 

“military glory had proven elusive to the typical G. I. Joe, and cases of ‘paralysis, 

convulsions, paraplegias, and tics and tremors flooded the psychiatric literature after the 

war’” (Kimmel 192). The war had proven to thousands of scared veterans that the “I did 

it, you can too” school of heroism was a lie. In the shadow of World War I elements of 

the Sandow ideal began to fade. “Heroism had lost its currency in the postwar world,” 

and a sense of powerlessness washed over many American men (Kimmel 192). This 

revelation was one of the greatest shocks American masculinity had faced, and it was 

worsened by Sandow’s death. In early 1925 Sandow ran his car into ditch while touring 

England, Scotland, and Wales; rather than wait for assistance, the strongman 

singlehandedly lifted the vehicle from the embankment. The physical strain of this action 

resulted in Sandow’s premature death from a brain hemorrhage on October 14, 1925. 



Texas Tech University, Aaron Wood, May 2017 

53 
 

Without the messiah of physical culture, the attainability of his muscular ideal became 

less viable. Sandow’s rhetoric of testimonial advertisement was no longer captivating for 

middle-class men, for his promise of the heroic life of fitness had been overshadowed by 

the new disillusionment of heroism. American men found that the preceding ideal of 

masculinity with its emphasis on "individual achievement and independent work no 

longer fit their social or economic circumstance" (Hirshbein 286). These sentiments were 

enhanced by the American Stock Market crash in 1929. 
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CHAPTER V 

SANDOW’S LEGACY 

 With the onset of the Great Depression men in the United States found themselves 

once more lost in a crisis of masculine identity. “For most men… the Depression proved 

to be emasculating both at work and at home” (Armengol 60). These men faced a two-

fold assault on their perceptions of manhood. For so much of the United States’s history 

masculinity was defined, at least in part, by a man’s ability to establish professional 

success; to live as a self-made man. “Since work was a central component of male 

identity, the Great Depression represented an enormous encroachment on the very 

foundations of working-class male identity” (Meyer 83). The mounting fear of 

unemployment during the Depression took a heavy psychological toll on men in the 

United States.  

As men faced a growing unemployment epidemic, their ability to support their 

families became less of a surety. In the three years following the 1929 stock market crash 

85,000 businesses failed, unemployment tripled, and some 16 million people became 

jobless (Armengol 60). One result of this crisis was the widespread inability for many 

families to survive. Their rents went unpaid, leading to eviction, and eventually many 

families were left destitute. For many men this was seen as their greatest failing. As Mira 

Komarovsky notes in The Unemployed Man and His Family, when facing 

unemployment, the American man "experiences a sense of deep frustration because in his 

own estimation he fails to fulfill what is the central duty of his life, the very touchstone of 

his manhood—the role of family provider” (Komarovsky 74). During the Great 

Depression, this frustration became the reality for many men. “Widespread 
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unemployment destroyed the prospect for men to become main providers for their 

families” (Meyer 83).  

 Another major result of the Great Depression was the decline of the fitness boom 

seen in earlier decades (Misiroglu 562). A sense of powerlessness washed away the 

encouragement that stemmed from the testimonial advertisement of Sandow and his 

contemporaries. The monetary realities of the Great Depression severely curbed the 

physical culture movement. “Many Americans no longer had the disposable income to 

spend on gym fees, exercise equipment or even fitness magazines” (Misiroglu 562-563). 

The fit model of manhood was no longer a goal actively pursued by the common working 

man. The case was slightly different in the rural United States. By the very nature of their 

work farmers and ranchers maintained fitness and muscularity, yet they too faced an 

assault on their manhood. “the economic disaster dashed the American Dream of 

upwards mobility and replaced it with the stark reality of downward mobility” (Cambell, 

Bell, and Finney 123). 

Despite the decrease in fitness practices, Sandow’s model for masculinity 

survived as an ideal. Though the reality of most males’ lived manhood was a far cry from 

Sandow’s masculine ideal of the fit, virile, and pragmatically self-controlled man, many 

advertisement endeavors in the United States still showcased Sandow-esque qualities as 

paragons of manhood. In this way, the Sandow model survived. Sandow’s muscular 

archetype had become so well established as the emblem of manhood, that neither his 

death nor the Great Depression could wash away its power.  

 In 1934 Arthur Kneibler, vice president of Coopers, Inc. (now Jockey) created 

men’s briefs ("80th Anniversary…”). When the product hit stores in January of 1935 the 
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briefs’ advertising reflected a familiar idea of perfect manhood. The ad featured a young, 

fit man wearing the new briefs and a sleeveless undershirt. The model’s pose and his 

attire are both reminiscent of the bodybuilding archetypes of Sandow’s day. 

When placed side-by-side with a photo of Sandow, the Jockey ad reveals a 

striking resemblance. Though less defined than Sandow, the underwear model is clearly 

fit; his attire creates the illusion of a workout singlet. Jockey’s ad was clearly targeting a 

masculine audience that yearned for the results of fitness and nutrition, despite their lack 

of interest in or inability to work towards such a standard. 

 

 

A Jockey ad for men’s briefs first 

shown in 1935.  Sandow in a leopard-skin leotard. 

Photograph by Benjamin J. Falk. 

Library of Congress 
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Men’s advertising of the 1930s shares another trait with Sandow’s ideal manhood. 

A key facet of this ideal was an aura of mythic heroism. Sandow’s remarkable physique 

made him a prime exemplar or a powerful male body. However, it was Sandow’s 

incredible displays of strength and agility that helped surround the strongman with a 

mythologized sense of heroism akin to that of Hercules. This heroism was accented by 

Sandow’s emphasis upon virility, self-control, and desirability in character. In this way, 

Sandow’s legacy during the Great Depression was as much about his character as it was 

his physique. As Sandow’s model indicates, masculinity as a gender construct is about 

more than just the male body. Masculinity is a constructed performance of both the 

physical body and individual character. This narrative of the virile hero and his great 

feats was also at play in men’s advertising during the Great Depression.  

 In 1932 Lucky Strike cigarettes ran an ad campaign with the slogan “Nature in the 

raw is seldom mild” (“More Early…”). Each advertisement featured a scene detailing a 

moment of mythic masculine heroics. Among these advertisements are representations of 

Custer’s Last Stand, The Fall of the Ticonderoga, and the Fort Dearborn Massacre , an 

1812 conflict in with the Potawatomi tribe ambushed U.S. citizens as the evacuated Fort 

Dearborn in Chicago. The advertisements nostalgize the days in which mid-twentieth-

century Americans liked to think that men could prove their worth through extraordinary 

actions, imagining the previous century as a time when manhood was on full display, and 

strength served as the guidepost for masculine identity.  

These images were idealized representations of historic displays of violent 

manhood. They emphasized a narrative in which a man could take charge and become an 

icon. The slogan itself reflects a sense of nostalgia for the freedom of masculine 
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expression that had been showcased by Eugen Sandow. Unlike the Jockey advertisement, 

these ads targeted a desire for men to reconnect with the virile nature of Sandow’s ideal. 

The yearning for raw nature and more than mild manhood was an evident trope for men’s 

advertising in the Depression Era United States. 

 

This yearning for mythic heroics can be seen in many other facets of Depression 

era culture as well. Radio broadcasting offers an example. Despite the fiscal crisis of the 

1930s, “income became less a factor in radio ownership, and radio use was no longer 

skewed upscale” (Butsch, Making 196). Throughout the 1930s low income families 

constituted a growing portion of the radio audience. Among the most popular radio 

entertainments of the Depression were dramas such as The Shadow, The Lone Ranger, 

and The Green Hornet. These radio dramas showcase male characters who engage in 

  

 

The Fort Dearborn Massacre 

Lucky Strike Cigarettes, 1932  

Custer’s Last Stand 

Lucky Strike Cigarettes, 1932 
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thrilling adventures and take heroic action. Like the advertisements from Lucky Strike, 

these radio programs offer a heroic masculinity, one which first took root in Sandow’s 

stage performances.  Similar concepts of masculine heroics could be found in literature 

and the arts.  

Men living during the hard-luck trials of the Great Depression could find solace 

or at least relatability in literature. Charles Nordhoff and James Hall’s The Mutiny on the 

Bounty, Kenneth Roberts’ Rabble in Arms, and Hervey Allen’s Anthony Adverse became 

popular readings for men in the 1930s. “The allure of these novels seems pretty clear: 

Men who were struggling during the Great Depression could take comfort in reading 

about the exploits of stranded sailors, ragtag Colonial soldiers, and a disposed nobleman 

who has to fight… to claim his rightful inheritance” (Corrigan). While the characters in 

such novels enjoy some degree of success in overcoming their struggles, the majority of 

unemployed men in the United States did not. Still, the narrative of downtrodden man 

fighting his way back from the brink was a welcome distraction.   

Similar narratives played out onstage as well. In Claire and Paul Sifton's play 

1931 a young man, Adam, quits his job at a warehouse following perceived disrespect 

from the foreman. Early in the drama Adam is shown to be a most strapping young man; 

he is fit and self-assured with the slightest trace of bravado. Soon after leaving his job, 

Adam comes to realize just how much he has to lose in a Great Depression world. His 

mounting fiscal trouble puts him at risk of losing his home and the girl he longs for. As 

the story progresses Adam falls from looking for work to begging for money. By the end 

of play Adam has found a job, yet he no longer defends himself against disrespect from 
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the boss. It seems that his unemployment has emasculated him, taking him from a young, 

virile, and proud man to a meek and obedient shadow of his former self.  

The Siftons’ play presents a starker representation of the life of Depression era 

men than the novels discussed above. Adam is, in way, emasculated by the world. His 

confidence and swagger are washed away by his struggle for employment and replaced 

by meekness and desperation. This contrast mirrors the dichotomy of Sandow’s Ideal and 

the social reality for men of the 1930s. Where Sandow was exuberant and proud, Adam is 

cocky and self-assured. Yet, after his fall from grace Adam is awakened to the plight of 

working-class men. The dream of ideal manhood is rendered implausible. How can one 

hold a sense of masculine pride when he cannot even hold a job?  

Though much of the American idea of manhood had been altered by the Great 

Depression, Sandow’s masculine ideal endured. Just as adults saw Sandow-esque 

masculinity in their literature and advertisements, so too did young men in the United 

States. Though the Depression slowed the sales of gym memberships and fitness plans, 

Charles Atlas found a way to bring the physical culture movement to young men in the 

United States. Atlas partnered with Charles Roman, and together they launched an 

advertising campaign explicitly targeting America’s male youth.  

They published print ads in many of the popular youth pulp magazines of the day, 

such as Popular Science and Moon Man. These pulp magazines were named for the wood 

pulp based paper on which they were printed. They were inexpensive, selling for about 

15 cents and were popular reading for young men growing up in middle-class families. 

Though cheap, these magazines were not an easy purchase for many low-income 

families. Money was tight for both white-collar and working-class men. In 1932 the 
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weekly income for a man working in manufacturing was $18.18, for retail $21.95 

(Wolman 1). Between 1933 and34 the average teacher’s yearly salary fell from $1,420 to 

1,227 (“Education…”). Despite the financial straits, Popular Science had garnered over 

400,000 subscribers by 1938 (“The History of Popular Science”).  

Atlas and Roman were particularly shrewd in how they approached these pulp 

magazine advertisements. “The advertisements, which had great appeal for young men 

coming of age during the Great Depression, offered more than a thirty-dollar set of 

bodybuilding exercises” (Charles Atlas). They offered the reader a tempting slice of a 

bygone masculinity. The most famous of the ads, “The Insult that Made a Man out of 

‘Mac,’” is short comic strip that tells the story of Mac, a scrawny young man who is 

bullied at the beach.  In his frustration over his powerless body Mac sends away for 

Charles Atlas’ book. Thanks to Atlas, Mac is transformed into a muscle-bound model of 

manhood and finally gets revenge on the beach bully. Roman and Atlas’ campaign 

promised to “make a man” out of anybody willing to try—and to shell out the requisite 

ten cents for their book. Their choice to target a young male audience proved essential in 

carrying on the physical culture movement heralded by Sandow. The Atlas program 

could be purchased for less money than the cover cost of the very magazines that 

advertised it. Though Depression era men were preoccupied with concerns over money 

and family stability, the physical culture movement found a foothold in the nation’s 

adolescents.  
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As the Great Depression came to its end, United States culture witnessed the 

emergence of yet another representation of Sandow-esque masculinity with the first 

appearance of Superman in Action Comics #1. Joe Shuster, the comic's artist, was a 

devotee of Physical Culture, the magazine once run by Sandow (Chambliss 20). As 

The famous advertisement for Charles Atlas’ fitness plan. 
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Shaun Cole observed in his book The Story of Men's Underwear "when Superman first 

appeared in the first issue of Action Comics in 1939... he was dressed in a costume that 

suggested a circus performer, but also reflected the trend for presenting heroes in a 

skimpily clothed way to show off a new muscular heroic physique, derived from body 

builders such as Eugen Sandow" (Cole 78).  

 

Superman’s costume helps display the hero’s body in what costume historian 

Michael Carter labels as a “condition of ‘clothed nudity’” (Qtd. inCole 78). The tight, 

This panel from Action Comics #1 displays a clean view of Superman’s first costume. 
The tight fitting blue bodysuit helps to emphasize the hero’s remarkable physique.  
 
Illustrated by Joe Shuster. 
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formfitting material of the bodysuit helps to highlight and define the muscular physique 

of America’s greatest superhero. The Superman character also presents a parallel to 

Sandow’s stage show. Sandow would often take to the stage in a set of evening clothes 

specifically designed to be quickly removed. The audience would first behold a man 

“nothing like so formidable in appearance as many men one [met] on the street every 

day,” and soon as the strongman disrobed he would “reveal a body of almost superhuman 

development.” (Kasson 38). This act exemplified Sandow’s ability to transform 

instantaneously from “man of the crowd to marvel of muscle” (Kasson 38). Superman, 

like Sandow, is famous for transformation. When duty calls the unassuming Clark Kent 

darts into a phone booth and in sudden blur of action is replaced by the fit, iconic 

Superman.   

Through the emergence of comic book and superhero culture the American 

concept of manhood became further engrained in the mythos of heroism.. On the very 

first page of Action Comics #1 the reader is made aware of Superman’s superhuman 

prowess. We are told that he can “leap 1/8th of mile: hurdle a twenty-story building, raise 

tremendous weights, [and] run faster than express train” (Siegel 3). Superman is an 

irrefutable marvel. His body, statuesque in proportion, serves as an embodiment of the 

mythic heroism highlighted by Sandow’s ideal. 

While the Superman alias is a figure of mythic proportions, his mortal persona, 

Clark Kent, is meek and unremarkable. In Action Comics #1 Kent is shown to stammer 

and blunder in his efforts to woo Lois Lane, an action which helps humanize Superman’s 

alter-ego. The contrast between Kent and Superman is remarkable, making the hero’s 

transformation all the more staggering. Superman, like Sandow embodied the division 
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between everyday manhood and ideal masculinity. As John Kasson states in his book 

Houdini, Tarzan, and the Perfect Man, Sandow “repeatedly dramatized the 

transformation from weakness to supreme strength, from vulnerability to triumph, from 

anonymity to heroism, from the confinement of modern life to the recovery of freedom” 

(Kasson 8).  The superhero’s Sandow-esque duality helped tilt the scales of masculine 

identity in a post-war United States. The comic book aided in the masculine ideal 

reverting to mythic heroics and extraordinary physiques in place of the nationalist 

military heroes of the First World War.   

In the 1940s and 1950s a new generation of strongmen brought fitness ideals back 

into the purview of adult men in the United States. At the center of this second coming of 

physical culture were weightlifting champion Bob Hoffman and television icon Jack 

LaLanne. Hoffman’s concept of ideal manhood was clearly inspired by the life of Eugen 

In this panel, also from Action Comics #1, the writer introduces Superman’s numerous feats 
of heroism.  
 
Illustrated by Joe Shuster 



Texas Tech University, Aaron Wood, May 2017 

66 
 

Sandow. Sandow’s masculinity was predicated on his physical strength, sexual prowess, 

and economic success. “Hoffman too was nurtured on these cultural criteria for 

manhood” (Fair 384). Contrary to Sandow’s teachings (Atlas’ too), however, Hoffman’s 

training program was focused not on some variation of calisthenics, but on weightlifting. 

Hoffman was the owner of the York Barbell Company in York, Pennsylvania. At York 

Barbell Hoffman trained aspiring lifters, hosted competitions, and even launched his “Hi-

Proteen” nutrition program. In sum these endeavors turned the eyes of the fitness world 

upon York, Pennsylvania, or as it came to be known “Muscletown, USA” (Fair 208). 

Where Sandow’s most concrete legacy has been his standing as “The Father of Modern 

Bodybuilding,” Hoffman is hailed as “The Father of World Weightlifting.” 

Like Sandow, Atlas, and Hoffman, Jack LaLanne was a vocal advocate for health 

and fitness. Also like Sandow, LaLanne touts a long list of incredible feats that bolster his 

stardom, among them: swimming from San Francisco’s Alcatraz Island to Fisherman’s 

Wharf while handcuffed, towing a 1,000-pound boat, at 60 years of age. Despite many 

similarities to Sandow, LaLanne took a different approach to distribute his fitness 

training plans. LaLanne was the host of the first ever televised exercise program. The 

Jack LaLanne Show debuted in 1951 and ran until 1985. For 34 years Jack LaLanne was 

the face of American health and fitness, at least for men. His success would inspire the 

emergence of whole genre of workout shows and video series, including the first female 

centric workout show hosted by Jane Fonda 1981. LaLanne built his empire upon the 

foundation for physical culture laid by Sandow and continued by Charles Atlas.  
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Sandow left an indelible mark upon international fitness culture. For this 

contribution, he was enshrined as one of the greatest bodybuilders of all time in 1977 

when the International Federation of Body Builders and Fitness unveiled The Sandow. 

This trophy is the top honor for the Mr. Olympia body building competition and has been 

held by the likes of Arnold Schwarzenegger. The award is molded from an 1891 statue of 

Sandow created by artist Frederick Pomeroy. Thanks to the Sandow award, Eugen 

Sandow’s legacy continues to be passed down. Up and coming weight trainers and 

musclemen aspire to one day hold a Sandow of their own.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wining the Sandow in 1980 is just a small example of Arnold Schwarzenegger’s 

ties to the Magnificent Sandow. “Sandow was quite explicitly Schwarzenegger’s early 

The Sandow Award. 

Original sculpture by Frederik Pomeroy.  
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role model and prior to entering politics the self-fashioned Austrian-born body-builder 

turned movie star and Governor of California was considering making a biopic of 

Sandow’s life” (Waller Ch. 5, location 900, par. 1). Schwarzenegger’s interest in Sandow 

is so great that in the early 1990s he contacted London’s Natural History Museum 

(formerly a branch of the British Museum) about acquiring a piece of Sandow history.  

In 1900 Edwin Lankester, then Director of the Natural History Department at the 

British Museum, requested the funding to procure a plaster live-cast of Sandow himself. 

The request for a Sandow cast was approved “and a company in Covent Garden was 

instructed to make it, at a cost of £55. Sandow's body was cast in small sections, and it 

was required that he hold his muscles at 'full strain' for around 15 minutes at a time while 

the plaster set” (Freeborn). The difficult nature of Sandow’s task in posing for the mold 

resulted in several imperfections in the final product displayed in July of 1901. The statue 

was placed in the British Museum in what is now called “Dinosaur Way.” However, a 

vocal member of the museum’s board, Lord Walsingham “considered the work to be too 

offensive to displayed in any way” (Waller Ch. 11 , location 2010, par 3). On October 26, 

1901 the live-cast statue of Sandow was removed from the gallery and “forever relegated 

to deepest, darkest storage (Freeborn).  
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The live-cast Sandow statue on display in 

1901 at the British Museum.  

Sandow posing for the casting of his statue 

in 1901. 
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Despite the statue’s many years hidden away, it was given a second life in the 

early 1990s when bodybuilding superstar Arnold Schwarzenegger contacted the museum. 

Schwarzenegger, a lifelong fan of the Prussian-born superman and recipient of the 

illustrious Sandow trophy, “wanted a Sandow of his own for his private bodybuilding 

memorabilia collection” (Freeborn). The museum’s conservation specialist Nigel Larkin 

was put in charge of overseeing the duplication process. The original statue had been 

badly damaged during The Blitz; its arms were no longer attached. A little restoration 

work from Larkin temporarily reassembled the form and by 1994 the replica was 

complete. The original statue has since made its way back into the National Museum’s 

Storage where, according to biographer David Waller, the body hangs from the ceiling 

and the arms rest on the floor beneath. The replica, however, remains in Arnold 

Schwarzenegger’s personal collection.  

The ~1994 replica of the live-cast Sandow statue during its casting in the National Museum’s restoration lab. 

 

This statue now resides in the personal collection of Arnold Schwarzenegger.  
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Sandow’s legacy can also be seen in film and television. In 1936 Nat Pendleton, 

an American actor and athlete who won a silver medal for wrestling in the 1920 summer 

Olympics, took up the mantel of Eugen Sandow for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer’s The Great 

Ziegfeld. The film is in part a biography and in part a recreation and celebration of the 

Follies themselves. Ziegfeld’s wife Billie Burke served as a primary consultant for the 

film; three years later Burke would appear as Glinda in The Wizard of Oz. The cast of The 

Great Ziegfeld included two other Oz-ians, Frank Morgan and Ray Bolger, and the future 

first lady, Pat Nixon (credited as Patricia Ryan). The film was met with much acclaim  

and received an Oscar for Best Picture at the 9th Academy Awards ceremony (“The Great 

Ziegfeld”).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nat Pendleton (left) as Eugen Sandow and William Powell (right) as Florenz 

Ziegfeld in The Great Ziegfeld (1936). 
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Sandow’s legacy on television is a bit less direct, but nevertheless relevant. 

Sandow became a celebrity in both the entertainment and sports circles. His stage show 

with Ziegfeld made him one of the most sought after performers of his day and his 

passion for fitness made him one of the fathers of physical culture. It, therefore, seems 

fitting that Sandow has served as the inspiration for numerous performers in the field of 

sports entertainment. WWE, the corporate franchise that led the transition from 

“professional wrestling” to “sports entertainment” has seen many Sandow-esque figures. 

The early 2000s saw the appearance of “The Masterpiece” Chris Masters (real 

name Christopher Mordetzky). Masters’s gimmick was that of a living sculpture, much 

like Sandow’s approach in his tableaux vivants. Prior to his match, Masters would take to 

the stage and recreate the poses of famous masculine sculptures such as Michelangelo’s 

David and Rodin’s The Thinker. The 2010s saw another reference to Sandow enter the 

WWE with the debut of Damien Sandow (real name Aaron Haddad). The Damien 

Sandow gimmick has less to do with Sandow’s persona or history as a performer. Instead, 

Damien Sandow pays tribute to the great strongman in name, taking the iconic “Sandow” 

moniker as a show respect to one the greatest figures in the history of fitness and 

entertainment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Masters posing as Rodin’s The Thinker on WWE Monday Night RAW (2009). 
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Eugen Sandow was a revolutionary force in the United States. He came to 

America with little more than his physique yet became a cultural sensation. Sandow used 

the American stage as a platform to launch himself into superstardom. It is more than 

regrettable that Sandow’s place in theatre history goes so heavily overlooked. Most any 

theatre student will recognize the name Florenz Ziegfeld, yet Eugen Sandow is lost to 

them. This is almost ironic, for without Sandow there may well not have been a Ziegfeld 

worth studying.  

 Eugen Sandow was, in no uncertain terms, a marvel. He was an athlete, a 

showman, an entrepreneur, a teacher, an author, a coach, a market expert, and above all 

an inspiration. Sandow came to the United States and started a revolution. He brought 

health and fitness to the forefront of American life. He made supreme fitness a desirable 

and attainable ideal for men in the United States. Without Sandow, the American man 

would not be what he is today. As a nation, our entire concept of manhood is founded on 

the very ideals bequeathed to us by Eugen Sandow.  

Damien Sandow posing in the ring during 
WWE Monday Night RAW (2013). 
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 Today, nearly a century since Sandow’s death, his impact can still be seen 

throughout our culture. Advertisements for men’s underwear, cologne, deodorant, even 

shoes call upon Sandow’s model for manhood to catch the eye and tempt the buyer.  

Magazines like People continue to hype the fit, sexualized male body through their 

annual “Sexiest Man Alive” contest. Television shows such as Teen Wolf, True Blood, 

and Supernatural call upon the mythos of the sexy male hunk who can do the impossible.  

Sandow is everywhere.   

 The legacy of Eugen Sandow can be found in so many facets of our culture that it 

is perhaps easier to say this: we are his legacy. Each and every one of us is living proof of 

Sandow’s importance. We go see musicals in cinemas and Broadway theatres. These 

shows are part of lineage begun by Show Boat, the first Broadway musical. Showboat, 

was produced by Florenz Ziegfeld, a man who found success and fortune through his 

partnership with Sandow. We go to the gym and pick up a set of hand grippers, a piece of 

exercise equipment modeled on Sandow’s spring-loaded dumbbells.  We turn on the 

television to see any number of infomercials assuring us that “I did it, and you can too!” 

in the same tone of testimonial advertising popularized by Sandow. We read comic 

books, watch films, and play video games about the American Icon Superman, yet 

without Sandow for inspiration that icon may have been unrecognizable. We stroll 

through the men’s clothing section at the department store and everywhere we look our 

eyes are met with Sandow’s ideal. Again, Sandow is everywhere. His name has largely 

been lost to the average person in the United States yet his legacy helps defines us.  
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