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SYNOPSIS 

In the early 1900's American Samuel Verner was hired to travel to the Congo and 
acquire "pygmies" to be displayed with other indigenous people at the St. Louis 

World's Fair. One of the forest people Verner secured was a man named Ota Benga , 
who was not only put on display in St. Louis, but two years later was also exhibited at 
the Bronx Zoo. Here he was put in a cage with an orangutan , labeled a cannibal and 
billed as "the missing link". Thousands of people came to gawk at him and after a 

month he was released due to the work of outraged black ministers. He was then sent 
to a black orphanage in NY and finally to Lynchburg , Virginia where on March 20, 

1916 he took his own life. 

This musical traces the very different lives of the African Ota Benga and his 
American handler Samuel Verner as they illuminate the racial climate of America in 

the early l 900's. Many important events collide during this time to make Ota Benga's 
degrading display possible. The burgeoning field of Anthropology that professed the 

superiority of the white man; Leopold ' s hideous rule of the Congo; science as a 
just ification for racism ; Samuel Vemer ' s bizarre past and bouts of madness ; Anne 
Spencer , a black renaissance poet who interacted with Ota Benga in Virginia ; and 

finally, Ota Benga ' s inability to return to his homeland . 

The World Premiere of SAVAGE will be April 2019 in the Sirote Theatre . 


