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The Curious Savage Script

Introduction: Rediscovering a Theatrical Gem

In the vast repertoire of American theatre, few plays manage to balance comedy and pathos as deftly as John Patrick's The Curious
Savage Script. First produced in 1950, this heartwarming yet biting satire continues to captivate audiences with its timeless exploration
of greed, sanity, and the true meaning of a well-lived life. For directors seeking a mid-century classic that challenges actors and delights
crowds—or for students analyzing the craft of dramedy—understanding the nuances within The Curious Savage Script is essential. This
article delves deep into the play's origins, characters, themes, and lasting legacy, offering a comprehensive guide for anyone interested in
producing, studying, or simply savoring this remarkable work.

The Playwright Behind the Script: John Patrick's Vision

John Patrick (1905–1995) was a prolific American playwright and screenwriter who won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1954 for
Teahouse of the August Moon. However, his earlier work, The Curious Savage Script, remains one of his most performed plays,
especially in community and educational theatre. Patrick had a knack for creating characters that are simultaneously eccentric and
deeply human, and this script exemplifies that talent. Written during a period when American theatre was exploring psychological themes
influenced by Freudian thought, Patrick chose to turn the concept of insanity on its head. The script invites audiences to question who is
truly "savage"—the institutionalized characters or the supposedly sane society outside.

Historical Context of the Play

Premiering on Broadway at the Martin Beck Theatre in October 1950, The Curious Savage Script arrived during a time of post-war
anxiety and conformity. The 1950s are often remembered for their rigid social norms and the pursuit of the American Dream. Patrick's
play subverts this by presenting a group of individuals deemed "mentally ill" who possess more wisdom, kindness, and integrity than the
wealthy, status-obsessed "normal" people who seek to control them. The script's critique of materialism and hypocrisy resonated then and
remains startlingly relevant today.

Plot Overview: A Wealthy Widow's Radical Choice

At the heart of The Curious Savage Script is Mrs. Ethel P. Savage, a wealthy widow whose late husband left her a fortune of ten million
dollars. Her three stepchildren—Samuel, Titus, and Emily—are greedy adults who expect to inherit the money. But Mrs. Savage has other
plans: she intends to use the fortune to establish a foundation that will help others pursue their dreams. Infuriated, the stepchildren have
her committed to a sanatorium called The Cloisters, hoping to have her declared incompetent.

The Cloisters is no ordinary institution. Its residents are a charmingly eccentric group: Fairy May, a lonely woman who believes she is a
child; Jeff, a former pilot who hides behind a mask of bitterness; Hannibal, a retired judge who lives in a fantasy world of chivalry; Miss
Flower, a timid woman obsessed with her own ugliness; and others. The play follows Mrs. Savage as she bonds with these "savages,"
teaches them to reclaim their self-worth, and ultimately turns the tables on her greedy stepchildren. The script is a masterclass in
ensemble character development and witty dialogue.

Character Analysis: The Eccentric Inmates and Their Depths

To fully appreciate The Curious Savage Script, one must examine the richly drawn inhabitants of The Cloisters:

Mrs. Ethel P. Savage (the title character): Wise, warm, and unbreakable. She is the catalyst for change, using her kindness to
gently expose the truth behind each resident's trauma. She is the moral center of the script.
Fairy May: A woman who has retreated into a Peter Pan-like childhood. Her arc moving toward self-acceptance is one of the play's
most tender threads.
Jeff Keller: A bitter former Navy pilot who lost his fiancée in a car accident. He represents the pain of survivor's guilt. His cynical
exterior hides a deep capacity for love.
Hannibal: A retired judge who believes he is Sir Walter Raleigh. His speeches on honor and justice provide some of the script's
most poignant commentary on the "court of public opinion."
Florence (Miss Flower): Convinced she is hideously ugly, she wears a veil. Her reemergence is a celebration of inner beauty.
The Stepchildren: Samuel, Titus, and Emily are caricatures of greed—selfish, shallow, and hilariously pathetic. They serve as foils
to the genuine, flawed humanity of the residents.

The Role of Dr. Emmett and the Staff

Dr. Emmett, the superintendent, is a kind, perceptive man who understands that his patients are not insane but merely wounded. He
works with Mrs. Savage to help them heal. The nurse, Miss Nightingale, is the no-nonsense foil, though she too reveals a heart beneath
her  stern  exterior.  The  script  uses  these  characters  to  challenge  the  audience's  assumptions  about  mental  health  care  and
institutionalization.

Thematic Depth: Sanity, Greed, and the American Dream

The Curious Savage Script is more than a comedic farce. It is a sharp social commentary. The central theme questions the very
definition of sanity: if the world outside is driven by greed, cruelty, and superficiality, who is truly mad—the people who reject those
values or those who embrace them? John Patrick uses the microcosm of the sanitarium to explore larger societal issues.

Greed and Materialism

The stepchildren's relentless pursuit of money is portrayed as a sickness far more debilitating than any condition exhibited by the
residents. The Curious Savage Script satirizes the notion that wealth equals happiness. Mrs. Savage's decision to give away her fortune
is an act of radical generosity that the "sane" world cannot comprehend. The script argues that true savagery lies in the heart of the
greedy, not in the innocent dreams of the marginalized.

Love and Human Connection

Beneath the laughter, the play is about the healing power of love and community. Mrs. Savage becomes a surrogate mother to the
residents. Jeff and Fairy May find unexpected romance. Hannibal finds purpose. The script suggests that connection, not isolation, is the
key to mental well-being—a message that predates much modern psychology.

The Curious Nature of "Savage"

The word "savage" in the title is multifaceted. It refers to the residents, whom society labels as wild or uncivilized. But it also points to the
stepchildren's "savage" cruelty. Patrick asks: Who is the real savage? The answer is delightfully subversive.

Production Insights: Bringing the Script to Life

Directors and actors will find The Curious Savage Script a rewarding challenge. It features a large cast of distinct characters, each
with specific physical  and vocal traits.  The setting—the common room of The Cloisters—allows for intimate scenes and ensemble
moments. The humor is gentle and character-driven, not reliant on slapstick. The play requires a careful balance between comedy and
pathos; too broad a treatment ruins the emotional beats.

Costume and Set Design Notes

The script is set in the 1950s, and the costumes should reflect that period for the stepchildren and staff. The residents, however, may
dress in a slightly anachronistic or whimsical manner to underscore their otherworldly nature. The set must include a comfortable, homey
atmosphere for the sanitarium, with bookcases, a piano, and seating that allows fluid movement.

Memorable Scenes and Monologues

Mrs. Savage's Entrance (Act I): Her calm authority immediately establishes her as someone who belongs in charge, not under
care.
Hannibal's "Honor" Speech (Act II): A powerful monologue comparing the patients' honor to the stepchildren's dishonor.
The Final Confrontation (Act III): Mrs. Savage outwits her stepchildren, revealing that she has already signed over the money to
the foundation. The scene is both triumphant and hilarious.

Why The Script Remains Relevant Today

In an era of rising inequality, social media-fueled anxiety, and mental health awareness, The Curious Savage Script speaks directly to
contemporary audiences. The play's gentle reminder that kindness and community are more valuable than wealth resonates strongly.
Moreover, the stigma around mental illness persists, and the script encourages empathy. For schools and community theatres, it offers a
chance to discuss these issues in an accessible, entertaining format.

Educational Value

Many high schools and colleges produce The Curious Savage Script because it provides ample opportunities for student actors to
explore character depth. It also serves as a text for literature classes examining satire, the mid-century American identity, and the
comedic tradition of "the wise fool."

Comparisons to Other Works

Fans of One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest will notice thematic similarities, though Patrick's play is far lighter and more hopeful. It also
echoes the work of playwrights like Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman, but with a more sentimental core.



Practical Resources for Obtaining the Script

For those inspired to produce or study The Curious Savage Script, it is published by Dramatists Play Service and widely available for
licensing. Performance rights are required for any public reading or production. The script is relatively short—three acts, about 90–100
minutes of performance time—making it ideal for one-act festivals or school productions. Study guides and annotated versions exist, but
the original text remains a pure joy to read aloud.

Common Misconceptions About the Script

Some assume the play is outdated or that its humor relies on stereotypes about mental illness. In truth, John Patrick treats his characters

with profound respect. They are not objects of mockery but embodiments of resilience. The comedy arises from situations and wordplay,
not from laughing at "crazy people." Modern productions should honor this by emphasizing the characters' dignity.

Conclusion: A Script That Endures

The Curious Savage Script is a testament to the power of theatre to entertain while challenging our perceptions. Its message—that the
so-called "savages" may be the wisest among us—is delivered with warmth, humor, and a healthy dose of wit. Whether you are a director
seeking a crowd-pleaser, a student analyzing mid-century drama, or a theatre lover in search of a heartfelt story, this script offers a rich
and rewarding experience. The curious savage inside all of us will find a home in its pages.


