
Resurrecting a Bottomless History.   
  
I regret to inform you that thuh Venus Hottentot iz dead.   
There won’t b inny show tonite 
  
Much about VENUS recalls a detective story. Like most mysteries, it 
is told in retrospective, starting with a death then moving forward to 
discover the beginning, that is, the cause and motive for that crime. In 
VENUS, however, the series of  debased practices that play out 
before our eyes were not, in their day, precisely illegal, although they 
are an affront to us now. Unlike events “ripped from the headlines” 
that populate crime shows such as Law & Order, Suzan-Lori Parks 
does not offer a comforting disclaimer such as “The following story is 
fictional and does not depict any actual person or event.”  While 
identities are blurred and historical sources are not formally cited, the 
individuals and actions you will see are … were real. We offer an 
abbreviated version of  that timeline for you to peruse in this program. 

“The Hottentot Venus in the Salon of  the Duchess of  Berry” by Sebastien Coeure (1830). 

  Mural in honor of  Saartjie Baartman, Town of  Hankey, South Africa. Photo Clifton Crais. 

While not part of  our nation’s nineteenth century slavery and colonial 
conquest narratives, the impact of  Saartjie Baartman’s story and image 
exceeds geographic boundaries by the very force of  the debasements 
and the racist ideology embedded in the psyches, disciplines, and 
institutions of  white Europeans and Americans. Parks gives her Venus a 
strong sense of  self  and clear expressions of  her own desires but she 
does not … cannot change history. African-American women’s bodies 
and behaviors still bear particular public scrutiny. Recent examples 
include debate over the the silhouettes, lyrics, and role model status of  
entertainers Nikki Minaj and Beyonce to the suspension of  a white male 
Alabama high school football coach who publicly criticized the First 
Lady’s “Let’s Move” campaign by calling her “fat butt Michelle Obama.” 
Even as we chisel away at structural racial inequities, too many promises 
of  a post-racial society remain unfulfilled. And perhaps that is the most 
unsettlingly unresolved crime of  all. 
  
Thuh Venus Hottentot iz dead.  
Long live the Venus Hottentot. 
  

              -- Jules Odendahl-James, production dramaturg 
  
Follow our research process at http://venusdramaturgy.tumblr.com 



16. 1815: Baartman dies. Reports conflict on whether the cause was alcoholism, venereal disease, 
pneumonia (due to the particularly harsh Parisian winter that year), or a combination of  all three. 
 
15. 1814-1815: It is unclear when Cuvier first saw Baartman but it is around is time that he 
“rents” her for study, which includes extensive sketching and measurement of  her body by him 
and his colleagues at the Muséum d’Histoire Naturell in Paris. 
 
14. 1814: Emmanuel Théaulon’s vaudeville play, The Hottentot Venus, entertains Parisians. It tells 
the story of  a French gentleman, Adolphe, who declares his intent to marry “une femme 
sauvage” but recants when he sees a portrait of  the real Hottentot and is horrified at her 
appearance. 
 
13. 1814. Cesars sells Baartman to an animal trainer, Réoux, who displays her across France.   
 
12. 1811-1814. Cesars tour Baartman across England. Initially an extremely popular attraction, 
especially after her court case, public interest and revenues lag. 
 
11. Dec. 1811: Baartman is baptized by Chaplain Joseph Brookes. 
 

10. 1810: A court case is brought by abolitionists arguing Baartman is being held against her will. 
She gives her testimony in Dutch, saying her treatment is acceptable. The case is dismissed. 
 
9. 1810: With help from a British Army medical officer, Baartman is brought to London by the 
Cesars brothers. She begins her career as “The Hottentot Venus” in Piccadilly Circus.  She is 
advertised as “a most correct and perfect Specimen of  [the Hottentot] people,” exemplified by 
her large posterior (or steatopygia). 
 
8. 1807: The Slave Trade Act is passed by British parliament but slavery does not officially come 
to an end across the Empire’s homeland and holdings until the Slavery Abolition Act of  1833. 
 
7. 1806: British forces occupy the Cape colony and missionaries petition the British government 
for special protection of  the Hottentots “because of  their general imbecile state.” 
 
6. 1800-1820: Displays of  human “curiosities” draw large crowds in Georgian London. 
 
5. 1805: After her parents die, Baartman moves to Cape Town and becomes a servant in a series 
of  houses including that of  a Free Black man named Hendrik Cesars and his brother Pieter. 
 
4. 1770 or 1789: Saartjie (Sara, Sarah) Baartman (Bartmann, Baartmann) is born 400 miles from 
now Cape Town.  
 
3. 1650-1700: The Dutch tighten their control over the “Hottentots,” from the Dutch hateren (to 
stammer) and tateren (to stutter). Hottentot representation changes in European accounts from 
violent to indolent savages whose lack of  work ethic necessitates the appropriation of  their land. 
 
2. 1652: The Netherlands East India Company establishes a rest station at the Cape of  Good 
Hope, South Africa, bringing smallpox and forced labor to the “nomadic pastoralists” Khoikhoi. 
 

1. 1400 (and before)-1650: The Khoikhoi populate areas between what is now Northern 
Bostswana and the Cape. Their carefully modulated language of  click sounds and violent actions 
against foreigners are characterized in European accounts as proof  of  their position on the 
lowest run on the Great Chain of  Being. 

31. March 2012: South Africa’s Department of  Arts & Culture pledges R168-million ($22 million 
US) to fund the building of  the Saartjie Baartman Centre of  Remembrance.  
 
30. Sept. 2010: Venus Noire, a film by Tunisian born French filmmaker Abdellatif  Kechiche, 
premieres. His body of  work explores the immigrant experience in France. 
 
29. Fall 2002: Baartman’s grave is vandalized. Officials erect a metal fence around the site. 
 
28. Aug. 22, 2002: The former president of  South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, declares Baartman’s  
grave a national heritage site. 
 
27. Aug. 9, 2002: After a Khosian cleansing ritual, Baartman’s remains are buried in the area of   
her birth, the Gamtoos River Valley, in Cape Town South Africa. 
 
26. Jan. 2002:  The preserved body parts, skeleton, and full plaster body cast of  Baartman is 
returned to South Africa from the Musee de l’Homme (Museum of  Man) in Paris, France. 
 
25. 1996: Suzan-Lori Parks’ play VENUS premieres at Yale Repertory Theatre, directed by 
Richard Foreman. Parks wins a 1996 Obie Award for playwriting. 
 
24. 1994: Newly elected South Africa’s President Nelson Mandela makes a formal request to the 
government of  France to return Baartman’s remains. 
 
23. 1994: According to one source, Baartman’s body parts are included as part of  an exhibition 
critical of  the nineteenth century European artists’ depictions of  aboriginal and African peoples. 
 
22. 1985: In The Flamingo’s Smile, renowned paleontologist and evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay 
Gould writes about Baartman’s skeleton and dissected genitalia residing in jars amongst the 
preserved brains and skulls of  white European male subjects in the archives of  Paris’s Museum of  
Man. He describes the scene as a “chilling and immediate insight into the scientific racism of  the 
nineteenth century.”  
 
21. 1985: In “Black Bodies, White Bodies,” cultural and literary historian Sander Gilman analyzes 
how Baartman’s body was objectified in life and death: “Sarah Baartmann’s […] genitalia and her 
buttocks, serve as the central image for the black female throughout the nineteenth century.” 
 
20. 1981: In Mismeasure of  Man, Gould mentions the display of  Baartman’s preserved skeleton. 
According to one source, this provokes curators to move all of  the materials into the archives. 
 
19. 1974 or 1976: Baartman’s skeleton, preserved genitals and brain are placed in the museum 
archives. A full plaster body cast of  her partially naked figure remains on public display. 
 
18. 1815-1970s: Initially kept in the private rooms of  naturalist Georges Cuvier, the “father of  
comparative anatomy” and Napoleon’s Surgeon General, Baarman’s body parts and plaster cast 
eventually become part of  the Museum of  Man’s permanent collection. 
 

17. 1815: Cuvier petitions Napoleon to take possession of  and perform an autopsy on Baartman, 
“to determine her relationship between animals and other human beings.” He casts the corpse in 
plaster, macerates the body, preserves the skeleton, removes and “pickles” the brain and genitalia. 

History is time that won’t quit.  
– Suzan-Lori Parks, “Elements of  Style” (1994) 


