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Carl Akeley: The Beast in Me 
 

by Carey Lundin 
 
A biopic inspired by the personal and professional lives of taxidermist, naturalist, 
inventor, and pioneering conservationist, CARL AKELEY (1864 – 1926), and his first 
wife DELIA J. ‘MICKIE’ AKELEY (1875 - 1970), as they battle beasts and each other, to 
collect exotic specimens—precious examples of fast-disappearing African flora and 
fauna—to fill the halls of America’s new museums of natural history. 
Hollywood has been churning out box office blockbusters about western explorers, hunters, 
crazed visionaries, and museum collectors since Carl Akeley revolutionized the movie camera 
and posed as the original poster child for Indiana Jones. The genre is familiar: a white man 
goes into the jungle, learns a truth about himself, then saves the world. Akeley’s life might 
seem to conform to the genre, but his experiences in Somalia, Kenya, and Congo in the early 
twentieth century profoundly disrupt conventional expectations about powerful colonial men.  

American Carl Akeley lobbied to create Africa’s first national park in the Belgian Congo, Parc 
Albert, a crucial step to save mountain gorillas from extinction. When he wrestled a leopard 
and lived, it earned him comic book status. A man of the early twentieth century, he was 
fascinated with technology and movie cameras, nature and art, Darwinism and eugenics. His 
work drove a budding conservation movement to acknowledge the rapid extinction of species. 
But he was also a white man who was confident of his dominance over Africans, women and 
animals. For a modern hero, he is out of step with our times, yet by being sympathetic to his 
choices, we can accept his great achievements. 

His wife Mickie challenged many social and professional conventions of the day, but her 
independent streak was limited by her emotional dependence on Carl. She was deeply 
infatuated with Akeley and saw him as a way to achieve her own aspirations. By nineteen, 
Mickie had already seen more life than women decades older; she had run away from home, 
married once, and divorced. She wanted both respect and adventure. Carl Akeley was 
dazzling, intelligent, driven, and ambitious. She hitched her wagon to his star and worked 
tirelessly alongside him. As she became increasingly frustrated with her work-obsessed 
husband, Mickie was calculating about how to get his attention: she may have stampeded a 
herd of elephants, hoping to kill him.  She later saved him from an elephant’s mauling. She 
learned to shoot an elephant, then posed triumphantly atop its carcass. She also invested a 
great deal of emotional energy into J.T. Jr., her pet monkey. The creature’s wild behavior in 
Manhattan drove a wedge so deep between Mickie and Carl that he had her committed.  

Carl and Mickie shared a rise from rural poverty, a fierce determination to succeed, and a 
history of escaping from situations they couldn’t abide. Their story began with great joie de 
vivre: his genuine sense of intellectual excitement, her steady empowerment, their exhilarating 
journeys. But their tremendous energy was built on the grisly killing of animals and the 
exploitation of African people and resources, a dark side of this story that parallels their 
dramatic fall from each others’ grace.  

To understand the complexities of their world and how their struggles shape our own 
perceptions of today’s Congo, this film balances the perspectives of Carl, Mickie, their African 
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assistants, and even the mountain gorillas. By seeing Akeley framed by the societal walls that 
marginalized the other characters, we can dig into their lives, the stakes they claimed, the 
decisions they made, and compare their morality to our own.  

And what of the mountain gorillas? At the time, they were generally depicted as fearsome man-
eating monsters. King Kong would cement that erroneous legend a decade later. Akeley 
sought the gorillas not only to collect specimens for his museum dioramas, but also to satisfy 
his curiosity. In 1921, Akeley killed a gorilla that itself had almost caused his death. But when 
he saw a baby from the troupe wriggling for its life on the tip of his guide’s spear, he saw in the 
gorilla’s face a mask of terror, showing pleading and an intelligence that he could not fathom. 
He wrote, “It took all one’s scientific ardour to not feel like a murderer.” Akeley went into the 
forest on one mission and came out with another, determined to protect gorillas in their habitat.  

The Akeleys’ lives were imperfect, but their perfect works of art live today in the extraordinary 
wildlife dioramas they created at the Field Museum in Chicago, the American Museum of 
Natural History in New York, and the Milwaukee Public Museum. 

WHY NOW? THE STORY’S RELEVANCE IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

At the turn of the last century, growing awareness of species extinctions only hinted at the 
beginnings of a wider environmental cataclysm. Today, “the sixth extinction,” a watershed 
event in our planet’s history, looms large. How did valiant conservation efforts a century ago 
not stave off this catastrophe? Might the actions of the Akeleys and others actually have made 
things worse? How do we make sense of the unintended consequences of human 
obsessions?  

Now, as in Akeley’s time, passion propels people to action. A contemporary telling of the 
Akeley’s story is both inspiration—to act in the name of wildlife conservation—and a cautionary 
tale: what is the appropriate role for outsiders in fraught debates about managing African 
resources? What have we learned from over a century of intervention? 

By comparing colonial and present-day expressions of racism, tracing the development of 
scientific knowledge, and connecting these changes to U.S politics, we can begin to 
understand how our need for limited natural resources continues to constrain African choices, 
compromising our shared environment.  

The explosive 2014 Academy-Award-nominated documentary Virunga, set in the Congolese 
national park that grew from the Parc Albert, documents bribery and corruption by the oil 
exploration company SOCO International. This and other media coverage has drawn much-
needed attention to the consequences of rapacious multinational firms seeking profit from the 
natural resources of eastern Congo. How can the Virunga World Heritage Site and the habitat 
of the critically-endangered mountain gorilla possibly be up for grabs?  

Carl Akeley’s exquisite dioramas are perfect snapshots of battles waged and environments 
lost. His artistic obsession caused him to put his life on the line and to forsake all of his 
relationships. He was a deeply flawed individual whose ideas nevertheless continue to 
resonate and inspire action. Through this story, we can see the tangled connections between 
ideas about evolution and race, consumption and conservation, and our connections to other 
people and to the natural world we all share. These centuries-old issues will be explored in the 
companion book Beastly Display. 
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BEASTLY DISPLAY 

A Hunt for Africa in the World’s Great Museums 
 

Laura J. Mitchell 
 
Scholars love to quote Pliny the Elder, the first-century Roman naturalist: Ex Africa semper 
aliquid novi. I’ve never been too sure, though, if we’re supposed to be surprised, or reassured, 
about being reminded that “there’s always something new out of Africa.” Early work in African 
Studies challenged the premise that African life was primitive and timeless, somehow out of 
sync with life north of the Mediterranean. Apparently, we need to keep making the case. 
Today’s global conversations—about economic development, public health, human rights and 
international criminal prosecutions, resource extraction, poaching and related trafficking in 
elephant and rhino products—too often reinforce deep-seated stereotypes about unchanging 
Africa. 
I set out to investigate just how much the idea of Africa has changed—or not—in the minds of 
Western observers. Beastly Display examines the things visitors collected and subsequently 
put on display back home: botanical drawings, hunting trophies, bits of meteorite, warriors’ 
spears, carved masks, sinuous beer pots. The kinds of things that travellers, scientists, and 
colonial officials brought back changed from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries, but their 
justifications of collecting show a startling continuity that demands our attention. 
Beastly Display reveals uncomfortable parallels between the early colonial acquisition of 
material objects and more recent collecting. This persistence, I argue, is a tangible but 
unanticipated result of colonial policies intended to control land, resources, and people. Once 
put into practice, these ideas ended up profoundly shaping our understanding of the natural 
world and human relationships, even in places and time periods without colonies. This insight 
has significant implications for present-day wildlife and natural resource management. 
My study of the history of collecting and display over the long term shows that the byproducts 
and afterthoughts of empires turn out to be central to understanding present-day conflicts over 
resources. By analyzing collections of natural science, ethnography, and art together, my 
research reveals the ways in which political power, cultural codes, and ideas about nature have 
been entwined for more than three centuries. 
This comprehensive history of objects intentionally removed from Africa but designated as 
inherently African examines both institutional and personal decisions, from the British Colonial 
Office to modern university departments, from Captain James Cook to the celebrated 
American taxidermist Carl Akeley. 
Contemporary books by observers as diverse as Howard French, Stephen Ellis, Martin 
Meredith, and Tom Burgis share an analytical heritage that dates back to Aimé Césaire and 
Walter Rodney: colonization bears an outsized responsibility for Africa’s unequal standing in 
the global economy. My work shows how such macro-inequalities were worked out in local, 
specific cases of collecting objects that did not necessarily have immediate commercial or 
financial value, but that that nevertheless shaped the ways in which western powers devalued 
Africa and western audiences continue to emphasize the exotic and primordial elements of 
Africa enshrined in museum displays. These ideas have roots in the first plant specimens 
collected at the Cape of Good Hope in the seventeenth century and have enjoyed a surprising 
fixity in western thought, in spite of the dazzling array of new things coming out of Africa.  
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hitting political spots to the most effective organ donor PSAs in the nation; to Citizen Kate, a 
mockumentary web series about life on the presidential campaign trail that was lauded as “the 
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one of the nation’s great unsung heroes of conservation, which premieres on PBS stations next 
Earth Day. Jens Jensen has inspired her to create a new documentary, Jardinctio, about the 
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speaker who inspires projects to bring nature into urban park deserts to build healthier 
communities and to prevent violence. Lundin has a history degree from the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison. Her work has been profiled in The Chicago Tribune, The New York Times, 
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Sun Times, WBEZ, WTTW's Chicago Tonight, The Economist, Fox News, Prezvid, Politics 
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and natural resource use in colonial South Africa has been supported by grants from Fullbright, 
the Mellon Foundation, the American Council of Learned Societies, and the National 
Endowment for the Humanities. Belongings: Property, Family and Identity in Colonial South 
Africa (Columbia University Press, 2009) won the American Historical Association's Gutenberg-
e Prize and is available on-line, where it has attracted a steady non-academic readership 
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