TOPICAL SEMINARS
REWRITTEN MASTERPIECES
 May 13, 2026
BY Pete Stoehr (peterstoehr1946@gmail.com)
I find myself with more questions than answers. 
Not being an academic, I don’t care very much about the classification or purity of art. I would not be offended by “& Juliet” for the reasons Rich stated. I am somewhat offended by the idea behind “Demon Copperfield,” which seems to be to use a catchy title to sell books.
Art is primarily, to me, a source of enjoyment. I don’t idolize the creators.  
I’ve always enjoyed works redone from a different point of view. “Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead” was one popular example.  Generally, it neither detracts nor enhances the original, but needs a familiar original to give a framework. Tom Stoppard did a lot of that, and we always enjoyed them.
A problem that arises with both the Huck Finn and David Copperfield pieces lies with the originals. I happen to like both Mark Twain and Charles Dickens, but their plots are convoluted because the originals were serialized and the authors were paid by the word. They tended to become like soap operas, as they had to add characters and sub-plots to keep the show going. The works are classics because of their main characters and their readability, and because they were mainstays of reading lists, when such things existed.
I found Kingsolver’s book, as described, to be an awful waste of paper. Maybe it was written to fill a need for book club discussions. James may be a little better, because the themes addressed resonate better with our times. The plot kind of falls apart in the middle of both originals, and it seems, their adapters.
Kathy and I were privileged to see James Earl Jones and Christopher Plummer perform Othello on Broadway many years ago. They could have switched roles (and knowing actors, I’m sure they fooled around with that). It still would have been the best Othello anyone has ever seen. Diane Wiest, as Desdemona, got a poor review, for the reason David stated.
It seems to me that before debating the ethics and advisability of rewriting, altering, updating or re-interpreting a masterpiece, we should think about defining what a masterpiece is.
Disregarding things like a well-pitched World Series game, a masterpiece is a work of art. In the context of our seminar, it is a work of prose, although it could be applied to poetry, music, painting or other art forms. 
Art can be:
· An expression of the artist’s feelings or his reaction to experiences
· A means to convey a point, or
· A pleasant divergence from the boring or the frightening.

Who is a part of Art? It could be:
· The original creator
· The portrayers
· The audience
When a creator shares his work with the public, does he have a copyright on it for eternity? 
What is a masterpiece?
· An iconic piece never to be improved upon, debated or updated, or
· A well-known work, still celebrated after a long period of time.
· The time period considered makes a big difference.  The Widdowson excerpt says that the classic being adapted should be widely recognized by the audience for the adapted version. “The Lord or the Flies” is an adaptation of an 1858 story “The Coral Island,” once regarded as a “classic,” but unknown today. Therefore, Widdowson considers it a new work. Any copyright on the old work would have run out, so Google would also consider it a new work. On the other hand, Shakespeare is not copyrightable.
One last thought:
I imagine that to a teacher of the classics or a reviewer, it must be very boring to see your 400th production of Hamlet or Macbeth. To see it in modern dress, or with an all-female cast, or sung as a hip hop opera might shake things up for you.
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