
Unraveling the Incendiary Barnum Riddle: A
Tale of Deception and Intrigue
P.T. Barnum, the legendary showman and circus impresario, is widely
credited with the famous saying, "There's no such thing as bad publicity."
However, Barnum's own life and career were marred by a series of
scandals and controversies, including the infamous Barnum Riddle.
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The Barnum Riddle first appeared in 1860, in the pages of Barnum's
newspaper, the Herald of Freedom. The riddle posed the following
question:

“I am a creature of man, but not a human; I have a mouth, but I
do not eat; I have a bed, but I do not sleep; I have a head, but I
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do not think.

What am I?”

Barnum promised a prize of $500 to anyone who could solve the riddle
correctly. However, the riddle proved to be far more difficult than it seemed,
and no one was able to claim the prize.

In 1865, Barnum finally revealed the answer to the riddle: a pair of
eyeglasses. However, many people were skeptical of Barnum's solution,
and some even accused him of cheating.

The controversy over the Barnum Riddle has continued to this day, with
some people arguing that Barnum's solution is incorrect, and others
claiming that the riddle is simply unsolvable.

The Clues

The Barnum Riddle is a complex and challenging puzzle, but it is also a
fascinating one. The riddle's clues provide a tantalizing glimpse into the
mind of P.T. Barnum, and they offer a unique opportunity to explore the
themes of deception, illusion, and publicity.

Here is a closer look at the riddle's clues:

1. I am a creature of man, but not a human: This clue suggests that
the answer to the riddle is something that is created by humans, but is
not itself a human being.

2. I have a mouth, but I do not eat: This clue suggests that the answer
to the riddle has a mouth-like opening, but does not use it to eat.



3. I have a bed, but I do not sleep: This clue suggests that the answer
to the riddle has a bed-like surface, but does not use it to sleep.

4. I have a head, but I do not think: This clue suggests that the answer
to the riddle has a head-like shape, but does not use it to think.

Taken together, these clues provide a fairly detailed description of the
answer to the riddle. However, the riddle's final clue is perhaps the most
important:

“What am I?”

This clue suggests that the answer to the riddle is not a specific object, but
rather a category of objects. In other words, the answer to the riddle is not
"a pair of eyeglasses," but rather "a pair of eyeglasses" is a member of the
category of objects that meets the riddle's criteria.

The Solution

So, what is the answer to the Barnum Riddle? According to Barnum, the
answer is a pair of eyeglasses. Eyeglasses meet all of the riddle's criteria:

They are created by humans, but are not themselves human beings.

They have a mouth-like opening (the lenses),but do not use it to eat.

They have a bed-like surface (the frames),but do not use it to sleep.

They have a head-like shape (the bridge),but do not use it to think.



However, some people have argued that Barnum's solution is incorrect.
They point out that eyeglasses do not have a "bed" in the traditional sense
of the word, and that they do not have a "head" in the traditional sense of
the word.

Ultimately, whether or not you agree with Barnum's solution is a matter of
opinion. However, there is no doubt that the Barnum Riddle is a fascinating
and challenging puzzle that has puzzled people for generations.

The Legacy

The Barnum Riddle has had a lasting impact on popular culture. The riddle
has been featured in countless books, movies, and television shows, and it
has even been the subject of academic study.

The riddle's legacy is due in part to its clever construction. The riddle is
simple to understand, but it is difficult to solve. This makes it a perfect
puzzle for people of all ages and backgrounds.

The riddle's legacy is also due to its association with P.T. Barnum. Barnum
was a master of self-promotion, and he used the riddle to generate publicity
for himself and his various ventures.

The Barnum Riddle is a reminder that even the most scheinbarly innocuous
things can be used to deceive and manipulate. The riddle is a cautionary
tale about the dangers of believing everything you hear, and it is a reminder
that there is often more than meets the eye.



The Barnum Riddle, as it appeared in the Herald of Freedom in 1860.

Further Reading

Snopes: The Barnum Riddle

Mental Floss: The Answer to the Barnum Riddle

Smithsonian Magazine: The Barnum Riddle and the Art of the Humbug
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