Lewes Seminar Topic – Rewritten Masterpieces

Instructions
For our session, please read over the following materials and respond with a short essay (at least 200 words). You may follow our writing prompts at the end or write freely on the topic as you wish. Please send this essay to us at lewesseminar@gmail.com by Monday, May 11.
Introduction
We begin with two personal anecdotes.

From Rich
Last winter Ellen and I went to New York with my sister and brother-in-law for a weekend. One of the highlights was to be a Broadway show, & Juliet, a rewrite of Shakespeare’s tragedy, but with a twist. If Hamlet had a play within a play, & Juliet was a play enveloping a play. at the beginning Will Shakespeare is confronted by his wife Ann Hathaway who wonders why Juliet must die, why not let her live and find fulfillment even without Romeo. From there Ann develops a play that centers Juliet, portrays Romeo as a narcissistic cad, and explores gender fluid and non-binary relations in which characters ultimately find happiness. The whole production was rollicking, poignant and hilarious; it features several classic Max Martin hits. And yet, I walked out frustrated and a bit put off. 

The reason for my dissatisfaction was not the production’s point of view or the fact that it made fun of The Bard (that’s an old saw, see for example the musical, Something Rotten), but two other aspects of the show. First the portrayal of Shakespeare as a borderline misogynist, tone deaf to the notion that women might have agency ignores his creation of female characters with agency and purpose: Portia, Rosalind, Cordelia, and Miranda, not to mention Lady Macbeth. Second representing the original  Romeo and Juliet as a shallow, Hallmark Channel love story, rather than a profound tragedy about how human beings struggle with conflicts of love, loyalty, and friendship seems dishonest…I recall feeling it’s  wrong to falsify the artist’s work to score ideological points, even if those points happen to resonate with me – write your own damned play rather than bowdlerizing a masterpiece.

From David
I worked on Compass Theatre Company’s 1994 production of Othello. At the first read-through, the woman cast to play Desdemona, Nan, struggled mightily with the ending. She brought the read-through to a halt, objecting to the ending in which, in her reading, Desdemona is too accepting her fate to be murdered. The director reminded her that the piece was written in the early 17th century and recommended that Nan should approach it in this way, and not from a post-Freudian, feminist perspective. Nan argued at some length but, in time, agreed to the director’s approach. 

I have seen several productions of Othello in the intervening years and found that modern actresses often resist with this aspect of the play, solving the struggle in a variety of ways. Sometimes directors edit the lines. More often, the actresses play them as written but with their own interpretation. Neither of these works. The best way to play the scene, which does end in Desdemona’s death, is to remain true to the text and play it exactly as written. If the actress fights the text, it undermines the entire structure of the play, as Othello’s absolute power over and Desdemona’s absolute surrender to him as an expression of her love for him is central to the conflict of the story. If this is undermined, even slightly, the entire structure falls and Iago’s “victory” is entirely meaningless. What solved the dilemma for Nan is when Joey, an old pro playing Desdemona’s father said, “I’ve never thought of theatre as what is, but rather as what if…”


With this in mind, let’s have a look at some rewritten literary and musical masterpieces and discuss them both as derivative works and as artistic pieces in their own right.

A quick Google search for “derivative work” brings this AI answer: A derivative work is a new, copyrightable creation based on one or more pre-existing works, such as translations, movie adaptations, or musical arrangements. The original copyright owner holds exclusive rights to create these works. To be copyrighted, the new work must add sufficient original authorship; however, copyright only covers the new elements added, not the original material. 

To focus our discussion, we would frame four approaches to Rewritten Masterpieces. Though not mutually exclusive, we believe they define fundamentally distinct understandings of a “derivative work.”

1. Educational Updating – In this framing, the intent is to bring the work into the educational arena to introduce the themes, techniques, and other aspects of the work that the audience might otherwise struggle to appreciate. Think a book that tells the tales of Shakespeare’s plays in modern language to highlight the story aspects and major themes, with the goal of preparing a class of teenagers to see a performance of the original piece. Or perhaps a precis of the story of an opera available to patrons in their printed playbills. The intent here is not to create a new expressive work but, rather, to give the intended audience the story as a foundation to their experience so that they could focus on other aspects of the piece- perhaps the verse in Shakespeare or the music in an opera.

2. Political Updating – In this framing, the intent is to change, challenge, or eliminate aspects of the work which have become unpalatable to or even incompatible with some contemporary sensibilities or mores. The intent here is typically to deconstruct and critique the original artist’s work, the artist’s society, or modern society. A particularly strong example is Desdemona by Toni Morrison in collaboration with Malian musician Rokia Traoréhttps: https://www.juliangirdham.com/blog/toni-morrisons-desdemona. An excerpt from an academic article by Peter Widdowson on “writing back”, is presented below and explicates this approach.

3. (Re)Interpreting – In this framing, a new artist uses the work or a derivative form of the work to present the new artist’s idea of what the original artist’s expressive intent might have been. Think Andrew Lloyd Weber and Tim Rice writing Jesus Christ, Superstar, Caroline Randall Williams’ poetic book Lucy Negro Redux or Barbara Kingsolver’s Demon Copperhead. The intent here is to bring out and explore implicit thematic aspects of the story and/or of the characters. The Spoken Word Society presented two programs on the Williams book and the ballet written from it two years ago, information on the work here: https://www.thirdmanbooks.com/catalog/lucy-negro-redux . This is an example of a musical piece reinterpreted with a very different performance idea from the original. This could be categorized as a new work, due to the addition of a rhythmic “beatbox” voice, but it’s otherwise quite true to the original, so we’ve left it in this category. https://www.google.com/search?q=swingle+singers&rlz=1C1RUCY_enUS688US702&oq=swingle+singers&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUqCggAEAAY4wIYgAQyCggAEAAY4wIYgAQyBwgBEC4YgAQyDAgCEAAYFBiHAhiABDIHCAMQLhiABDIHCAQQABiABDIHCAUQABiABDIHCAYQLhiABDIHCAcQABiABDIHCAgQABiABDIHCAkQLhiABNIBCDI4MzlqMGo5qAIAsAIB8QUAPBW3skel6A&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:bfeaad0c,vid:03Gn4loM7As,st:0 Barbara Kingsolver’s Demon Copperhead is a (re)interpretation of Charles Dickens’ David Copperfield set in modern times. Please see the attached synopses of both below. 

4. A New Work Based on an Older Work – In this framing, a new work riffs on an older work to create something new. Think Percival Everett’s James. To a certain degree, this follows the visual artistic technique of using certain archetypes for expressive purposes as a foundation for the finished work. Everett uses Twain’s Huckleberry Finn as a foundation from which he tells a very different story, with different themes and intentions than the original, albeit with many of the same characters. We’ve attached synopses of both Huckleberry Finn and James.  In another vein, Medieval choristers created polyphonic ideas from a “cantus firmus” (foundation) of a given Gregorian chant. Later, this led to the idea of a motet in which additional voices would sing commentary on the chant while the chant was sung- giving rise to techniques that are the foundation of all Western classical music. Here is an example: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ro2JTnfmjzA   The original chant is the lowest voice, sung without words. Note that in some of the examples, the upper voices are singing in French, while the original chant would originally have been sung in Latin. And with the last examples in this excerpt, there are times when the upper two voices are singing two different texts. Thus, we have an entirely new piece. In the Council of Trent, 1545 – 1563, strict limitations were placed on the motet that the music written for church services must prioritize the clarity of the original text. A more contemporary example might be Hip Hop sampling of earlier works.

Some Writing and Discussion Prompts:
1. The Widdowson excerpt references literary pieces that we suspect most of us haven’t read. But he does make a point relevant to our discussion about intent in “re-visionary fiction.” When pieces are “re-visionary” in this way, does this strengthen them, weaken them, or make no difference? Perhaps more importantly, if works are revised with an expressly ideological intent to undermine the original are they still art? 

2. Shakespeare’s “Othello” can be problematic piece to produce in our era. The first and, perhaps, most prominent reason is the death of Desdemona. This is similar, though not identical to the problem of Juliet’s demise. The second is that the title role simply must be played by a Black actor. Orson Welles and Laurence Olivier both played Othello in blackface. Can a case be made to alter the Shakespearean text to make it more palatable to postmodern sensibilities? Or even to repurpose the text to challenge or deconstruct, as Widdowson would have it, Shakespeare himself?

3. Are Percival’s James and Kingsolver’s Demon Copperhead a strong works on their own or only as interpretations of Twain and Dickens? Are their rewrites legitimate artistic exercises or should masterpieces be left alone?

4. Caroline Randall Williams’ “Lucy Negro, Redux” is a book of original poetry speaking to, commenting on, and, at times, reimagining Shakespeare’s sonnets- from her creative instincts, with her rhythms, and in her vernacular. The book was inspired by her research into the idea that the Shakespearean sonnets were written to a Black woman who was Shakespeare’s mistress. Derrick Harriell, an author, says of the piece, “Lucy Negro is no one’s muse, side-piece or hush thing; she is an ironic blues in a familiar Shakespearean tapestry.” Knowing that most of you have likely not read the piece, we are yet interested in your ideas about whether a piece thus inspired enhances, distracts from, or has no bearing on the original. 

5. “Jesus Christ, Superstar” was one of the first in the rock-opera genre. While this approach, setting an opera in rock music, certainly had commercial impact, we believe that Lloyd Weber and Rice might have had a different idea in setting it this way. In its day, it was seen as revolutionary. The characters of Jesus, Judas, and the others among the disciples and their people are presented in the piece as thinking of themselves as revolutionaries. And Lloyd Weber and Rice present Judas in a revolutionary way, as driven by his faith and his belief in their cause to the betrayal- to the extent that the title song is led by Judas as he descends from heaven after his suicide. When an artist uses a derivative work to make a statement that could potentially fundamentally change the overt expressive intent of the original, does the resulting tension strengthen, weaken, or have no impact on the power of either piece? 

6. We put the piece “James” into the category of a new work. Do you agree with this classification? Why or why not?

7. The original intent of Gregorian chant was to establish a consistent interpretation of sacred texts. Is this idea shattered by the invention of the motet? And, if so, is the motet, indeed, an entirely new artistic technique, as opposed to a derivative form?

8. How do you imagine the creators of the original works would respond to the various derivative works described in these materials?
























Charles Dickens’ “David Copperfield”
Synopsis
The story follows the life of David Copperfield from childhood to maturity. David was born in Blunderstone, Suffolk, England, six months after the death of his father. David spends his early years residing in a small house called the Rookery. His loving and childish mother, Clara Copperfield, and their kindly housekeeper, Clara Peggotty, bring him up here; they call him Davy. When he is seven years old, his mother surprises David by marrying Edward Murdstone while the boy is visiting Peggotty's family in Yarmouth. Her brother, a fisherman named Mr Peggotty, lives in a beached barge, with his adopted niece and nephew Emily and Ham, and an elderly widow, Mrs Gummidge. "Little Em'ly" is somewhat spoiled by her fond foster father, and David is in love with her. Here he is known as “Master Copperfield.”

On his return, David discovers his mother has married and is immediately given good reason to dislike his stepfather, Murdstone, who believes exclusively in stern, harsh parenting, calling it "firmness". David has similar feelings for Murdstone's sister Jane, who moves into the house soon afterwards. Between them, they tyrannise David and his poor mother, making their lives miserable. When David falls behind in his studies, Murdstone thrashes him, and David bites his hand; in consequence, he is sent away to Salem House, a boarding school, under a ruthless headmaster named Mr Creakle. There he is befriended by two quite different older boys, James Steerforth and Tommy Traddles. He develops an impassioned admiration for Steerforth, perceiving him as someone noble, who could do great things if he would, and one who pays attention to him.

David goes home for the holidays to learn that his mother has given birth to a baby boy. Shortly after David returns to Salem House, his mother and her baby die, and David returns home immediately. Peggotty marries the local carrier, Mr Barkis. Murdstone sends David to work for a wine merchant in London – a business of which Murdstone is a joint owner. After some months, David's friendly but spendthrift landlord, Wilkins Micawber, is arrested for debt and sent to the King's Bench Prison, and the rest of Mr. Micawber's family soon moves to the Prison too. David visits the Micawbers regularly at the Prison, and boards nearby. When Micawber's release is imminent, the Micawbers decide they will soon move to Plymouth. David realises that will leave him alone in London, where no one cares about him. He makes up his mind to run away to Dover to find his only known remaining relative, his eccentric and kind-hearted great-aunt Betsey Trotwood. She had come to Blunderstone at his birth, only to depart in ire upon learning that he was not a girl. However, she takes it upon herself to raise David, despite Murdstone's attempt to regain custody of him. She encourages him to 'be as like his sister, 'Betsey Trotwood' as he can be – that is, to meet the expectations she had for the girl who was never born. David's great-aunt renames him "Trotwood Copperfield" and addresses him as "Trot", one of several names others call David in the novel.

David's aunt sends him to a better school than the last he attended. It is run by kind Dr. Strong, whose methods inculcate honour and self-reliance in his pupils. During term, David lodges with the lawyer Mr Wickfield and his daughter Agnes, who becomes David's friend and confidante. Wickfield's clerk, Uriah Heep, also lives at the house.

By devious means, Uriah Heep gradually gains a complete ascendancy over the aging and alcoholic Wickfield, to Agnes's great sorrow. Heep, as he maliciously confides to David, aspires to marry Agnes. Ultimately with the aid of Micawber, who has been employed by Heep as a secretary, his fraudulent behaviour is revealed. (At the end of the book, David encounters him in prison, convicted of attempting to defraud the Bank of England.)

After completing school, David apprentices to be a proctor. During this time, due to Heep's fraudulent activities, his aunt's fortune has diminished. David toils to make a living. He works mornings and evenings for his former teacher Dr Strong as a secretary, and also starts to learn shorthand, with the help of his old school-friend Traddles, upon completion reporting parliamentary debate for a newspaper. With considerable moral support from Agnes and his own great diligence and hard work, David ultimately finds fame and fortune as an author, writing fiction.
David's romantic but self-serving school friend, Steerforth, also re-acquainted with David, goes on to seduce and dishonour Emily, offering to marry her off to his manservant Littimer before deserting her in Europe. Her uncle Mr Peggotty manages to find her with the help of Martha, who had grown up in their part of England and then settled in London. Ham, who had been engaged to marry Emily before the tragedy, dies in a fierce storm off the coast while rescuing shipwreck victims. Steerforth was aboard the ship and also dies. Mr Peggotty takes Emily to a new life in Australia, accompanied by Mrs Gummidge and the Micawbers, where all eventually find security and happiness.
Meanwhile, David has fallen in love with Dora Spenlow, and marries her. Their marriage proves troublesome for David in the sense of everyday practical affairs, but he never stops loving her. Dora dies early in their marriage after a miscarriage. After Dora's death, Agnes encourages David to return to normal life and his profession of writing. While living in Switzerland to dispel his grief over so many losses, David realises that he loves Agnes. Upon returning to Britain, after a failed attempt to conceal his feelings, David finds that Agnes loves him too. They quickly marry, and in this marriage he finds true happiness. David and Agnes then have at least five children, including a daughter named after his great-aunt, Betsey Trotwood.












Barbara Kingsolver’s “Demon Copperhead”
Synopsis
Damon Fields is born to a single teenage mother in a trailer home in Lee County, in the Appalachian Mountains of Virginia. He is nicknamed "Demon Copperhead" for his red hair, inherited from his Melungeon father who drowned at a swimming hole called the Devil's Bathtub. Throughout the book, Demon is fascinated with the ocean and longs to see it one day. Demon spends much of his time with their neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Peggot, who are raising their grandson Matt Peggot (nicknamed Maggot). Maggot and Demon are the same age and become best friends.

When Demon is in elementary school, his mother begins a relationship with a cruel trucker named Stoner. One summer, the Peggots take Demon on a trip to Knoxville, where he meets and is captivated by Maggot’s aunt June and her adopted daughter Emmy. While he was away, his mother married Stoner, whose behavior becomes even more abusive. She relapses into her former drug addiction and ODs. Stoner pays for her to be sent to rehab and Demon is put in short-term foster care.

His foster home is at Creaky Farms, run by Mr. Crickson who fosters another three young people; Fast Forward, the quarterback for the Lee High School Generals football team, Swap-Out, who is mentally ill, and Tommy, who bonds with Demon over their shared love of drawing. The living conditions are squalid and Crickson forces the foster kids to assist with farm work, including tobacco harvesting. Highly popular Fast Forward holds influence over the other foster children, introducing them to drugs.
Demon's mom overdoses for the second time on oxycontin, and dies. Demon returns for the funeral and then spends Christmas with the Peggots, joining them on another trip to Knoxville. June has decided to move back to Lee County due to her colleagues demeaning her for being a 'redneck'. Demon leaves Creaky Farms and is sent to stay with another neglectful foster family, the McCobb's. He is able to save some money by working for Mr. Ghali, a Dalit immigrant from India, who runs a garbage disposal operation (and implied meth lab) out of a gas station.

Neglected and hungry, Demon decides to hitchhike to Murder Valley, Tennessee, to find his paternal grandmother. He finds his grandmother Betsy Woodall, a hardy old woman who lives with her disabled brother Dick. Betsy contacts Coach Winfield, the coach of the Lee High Generals, who takes Demon in. Demon moves to Coach's mansion where he meets his daughter Agnes (nicknamed Angus after a misunderstanding) and a young man named U-Haul who assists Coach. Coach struggles with alcoholism, but recognizes Demon's potential as a football player. He starts training him as a tight end and he eventually becomes a star player for the Generals. Demon and Maggot drift apart with Maggot taking on a Goth lifestyle.

Demon connects with his English teacher Lewis Armstrong. Mr. Armstrong, who is Black, emphasizes the working class population in Virginia who fought on the Union side in the American Civil War. His wife, Annie, also a teacher, tries to nurture Demon's artistic abilities when he is identified as gifted. Demon takes a job at a farm supply store where he meets and falls in love with Dori, the purple-haired daughter of the store’s owner. Dori's mother is dead and she has dropped out of school to take care of her ailing father. At a football game, Demon gets tackled and badly injures his knee. The team doctor puts him on Oxycontin and Demon quickly gets addicted despite warnings from June. After a school dance, Dori gives Demon fentanyl that she stole from her father.

June throws a Fourth of July party at her house. Demon discovers that Hammer Kelly, a Peggot cousin through marriage, has started dating Emmy. Demon introduces Emmy to Fast Forward at the party and they later form a relationship, devastating Kelly. Demon receives a warning from Fast Forward's ex foster sister Rose Dartnell about his violent tendencies, even though she has a strong attachment towards him. Demon tries to see the ocean by traveling east with Fast Forward, Emmy and Maggot. This trip is cancelled when Fast Forward reaches Richmond and turns around after doing business with drug dealers there.

Dori's father dies and she falls apart. Demon drops out of school and moves in with Dori. They both become increasingly dependent on pain killers. During this time, Emmy also gets heavily involved in drugs and runs away with Fast Forward. After months of searching, June finds Emmy and rescues her from an Atlanta drug den with the assistance of Demon and her brother. June sends Emmy to an expensive rehab facility. Meanwhile Angus has discovered that U-Haul has been framing Coach for embezzlement. He confronts her while Coach is passed out drunk, threatening to expose everything if she doesn't have sex with him. Demon arrives and together they chase him away. Coach ends up coming clean on his drinking problem to the school.

Demon takes on and loses several minimum wage jobs but also reconnects with Tommy. Hanging out at the newspaper Tommy works for, Demon begins anonymously publishing a popular comic strip. Dori reveals that she is pregnant, and Demon tries to convince her to get sober for the baby. However, Demon comes home to find that Dori has miscarried, devastating them both. Dori's drug habit gets worse, culminating in a fatal overdose. Demon moves in with Maggot, and Rose invites Demon and Maggot to visit Fast Forward. On the way, they pass Hammer Kelly, who is fixing a flat tire. Heartbroken over Emmy, he has started doing drugs. He joins them as they head to a waterfall at the Devil's Bathtub. Hammer Kelly has brought a rifle, and berates Fast Forward for how he treated Emmy. Fast Forward, who is preparing for a reckless dive into the waterfall, fatally falls when his friend notices the rifle and startles him. Hammer Kelly tries to save Fast Forward but drowns in the process.
J
une sponsors a grief stricken Demon to stay at a rehab center in Knoxville. Here, Demon resumes drawing and decides to make a graphic novel about the history of the Appalachian people. Maggot has gone to juvenile prison for supplying Hammer with drugs the night he died, and Tommy has moved to Pennsylvania to marry a girlfriend he met online. Demon stays in touch with Angus, now at college in Nashville, and develops feelings for her. After three and a half years, Annie tries to visit him to discuss an upcoming book deal. Demon knows that she is expecting a baby and drives to Lee County to meet her instead. After seeing that Lewis has taken Annie to the hospital to give birth, Demon visits Betsy, Dick and June. During a retirement party for Coach, Demon fears the traumatic memories that returning to Lee County would resurface, but remains after the party to meet Coach and Angus. Angus is preparing to sell Coach's old house, and Angus and Demon understand their feelings for each other. Together, they drive to the ocean.




Mark Twain’s “Huckleberry Finn”
Synopsis
In 1840s St. Petersburg, Missouri, Huckleberry Finn has received a considerable sum of money following The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, and the Widow Douglas and her sister Miss Watson become his guardians. Despite preferring life as an errant boy, Huck stays so he can be part of Tom Sawyer's gang. Huck's father, "Pap", an abusive alcoholic, tries to appropriate Huck's fortune. When this fails, Pap imprisons him in a remote cabin.

After a delirium tremens crisis in which Pap tries to kill Huck, Huck fakes his own murder and settles on Jackson's Island, where he reunites with Miss Watson's slave Jim, who ran away after overhearing she was planning to sell him. Huck and Jim decide to go down the Mississippi River to Cairo, in the free state of Illinois. After a flood, they find a timber raft and a house floating downstream. Inside the house, Jim finds a man who was shot to death but prevents Huck from seeing.[5] Huck sneaks into town disguised as a girl, where he discovers from Judith Loftus that there is a reward for Jim's capture and that Jim is suspected of killing Huck. They flee on their raft.

Huck and Jim come across a grounded steamboat on which two thieves discuss murdering a third. Finding their raft has drifted away, they flee in the thieves' boat. They find their raft and sink the thieves' boat, then Huck tricks a night watchman into a rescue attempt, which fails when the steamboat sinks. Huck and Jim are separated in a fog. When they reunite, Huck tricks Jim into thinking he dreamed the event. Jim is disappointed in Huck when Huck admits the truth. Huck is surprised by Jim's strong feelings and apologizes.

Huck is conflicted about supporting a runaway slave, but when two white men seeking runaways come upon the raft, his lies convince them to leave. Jim and Huck realize they have passed Cairo. With no way to go upriver, they decide to continue downriver. The raft is struck by a passing steamship, again separating them. On the riverbank, Huck meets the Grangerfords, who are engaged in a 30-year feud with the Shepherdsons. After a Grangerford daughter elopes with a Shepherdson boy, all the Grangerford men are killed in a Shepherdson ambush. Huck escapes and is reunited with Jim, who has found and repaired the raft.

Jim and Huck are joined by two confidence men claiming to be a King and a Duke, and they rope Huck and Jim into aiding in several scams. In one town, the King and the Duke cheat the townsfolk over two nights with a short, overpriced stage performance. On the third, the grifters collect the admission fee from previous audience members bent on revenge, then flee. In the next town, the swindlers impersonate the brothers of the recently deceased Peter Wilks and attempt to steal his estate. Huck tries to retrieve the money for Wilks's orphaned nieces. Two other men claiming to be Wilks' brothers arrive, causing an uproar. Huck flees but is caught by the King and the Duke. He escapes but finds they sold Jim to the Phelpses. Huck vows to free Jim, despite believing he will go to hell for it.

The Phelpses mistake Huck for their nephew Tom, who is expected for a visit, and Huck plays along. Their nephew is Tom Sawyer; when he arrives he pretends to be his brother Sid and develops a theatrical plan to free Jim. Huck attempts to warn the King and the Duke that Jim alerted local residents to their scam but sees them tarred and feathered and being run out of town on a rail.
Tom is wounded during Jim's escape. Instead of fleeing, Jim stays to tend to him and is arrested and returned to the Phelpses. Tom's Aunt Polly arrives and reveals Huck's and Tom's true identities. She explains that Miss Watson has died, and that she freed Jim in her will. Tom admits he knew but wanted to "rescue" Jim in style. Jim tells Huck that Pap was the dead man in the floating house. Huck declares he will flee to Indian Territory to escape adoption by the Phelpses.

























Percival Everett’s “James”
Synopsis
James is loosely based on Mark Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, with various scenes recontextualized or ending differently. The novels differ because, when Jim and Huck are separated, we learn Jim's story from Jim, rather than, as in Twain's original, Huck's story from Huck. Many characters are also reinterpreted.

In Hannibal, Missouri, Jim, a slave owned by the elderly Miss Watson, survives day-to-day by following social conventions known to every slave he encounters, including his wife Sadie and daughter Lizzie. While speaking standard English to each other (and privately indulging in irony and gallows humor inspired by the perils of slave life), they scrupulously code-switch to an unsophisticated patois in front of any white person, and play to type by behaving as ignorant and superstitious, to avoid the danger of drawing attention. They also allow white people to take credit for all initiatives and ideas, since proactive gestures, however innocent, risk corporal punishment.
Huckleberry "Huck" Finn, adopted child of the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson, freely confides in Jim, while questioning Jim about the ways of the world, such as why slavery exists. Jim takes care to buoy Huck's spirits while staying in character.

Learning that Miss Watson will sell him off, Jim flees, planning to return for his family. He hides out on nearby Jackson Island, meeting Huck, who has faked his own death to escape his abusive father. Jim and Huck flee and survive together in the wilderness. During a flood, Jim finds Huck's father dead inside a washed-away house, and keeps Huck from recognizing the body.
Jim survives a rattlesnake bite, but has a fever dream inspired by his secret autodidactic readings in Judge Thatcher's library. He debates a hallucinated Voltaire, criticizing the philosopher's belief in polygenism, and protesting that slaves may not advocate for their own civil rights, relying on privileged men like Voltaire to do so. Talking in his sleep, Jim accidentally breaks character and confuses Huck.

The two boat down the Mississippi River, finding loot from a shipwreck; Jim voraciously reads a cache of books, but soon needs to organize his own thoughts on paper. Their raft is destroyed, and Jim washes up alone in Illinois, meeting a group of cautiously friendly slaves, who advise that he cannot buy his family's freedom without a white man's help. One of the slaves steals a pencil stub for Jim, and is first lashed and then hanged, obliging Jim to solemnly record his own story in writing.

Jim is reunited with Huck, then separated again. Jim ends up bought by Daniel Decatur Emmett to join his blackface singing troupe, the Virginia Minstrels. Jim is caught off-guard to be treated with courtesy and respect by the avowedly anti-slavery troupe, but realizes that Emmett will nevertheless keep him as bonded labor—and that he faces certain death if their audience outs him as black.

Jim escapes the troupe with Emmett's notebook, writing his story alongside the derogatory minstrel songs within. His escape inspires Norman, a former slave passing as white in the troupe, to follow suit. Because Norman also wishes to buy his wife's freedom, Jim has Norman pose as his master, so that they can swindle slave buyers for money. Norman successfully sells Jim to a sawmill; Jim brings along a slave girl, Sammy, in his escape to save her from rape at the miller's hands. She is shot and killed by their pursuers.

Jim and Norman stow away on a steamboat, which is destroyed by a boiler explosion. Finding Huck among the overboard passengers, Jim chooses to save him over Norman. Asked by Huck to explain why, Jim confesses that he is Huck's birth father and drops his character. Though disappointed that Jim could not trust him all this time, Huck insists on returning to Hannibal with Jim, even as Jim exhorts him to make his own choices. When they arrive in Hannibal, Jim learns that Sadie and Lizzie have been sold, but he fails to discover where to.

Meanwhile, the American Civil War has broken out, but Jim understands that this will not truly free him. John Locke appears in a dream, explaining slavery as a war that can only be ended by the victor. In another dream, Jim meets Cunégonde from Voltaire's Candide; she explains that he will remain owned, if not as a slave, then as human capital.

No longer fearing retribution, Jim kills a rapist slave overseer in vengeance, then forces Sadie and Lizzie's location from Judge Thatcher at gunpoint. Finding them at a slave-breeding plantation, he launches a guerilla attack and incites a mass breakout. Journeying north to Iowa, he identifies himself as James.

















Peter Widdowson Article Excerpt

The simplest way of illustrating what I mean by re-visionary ﬁction, before proceeding to deﬁne it in more general terms, is to offer a brief survey of some recent novels in English which re-vision what I will call a ‘pre-text’ that remains a classic work in the English literary canon. An early example, then, might be William Golding’s novel, Lord of the Flies (1954), a refashioning of R.M. Ballantyne’s mid-nineteenth century adventure story, The Coral Island (1858), in which similarly named post-Second World War British boys are shipwrecked on a desert island, but rather than exemplifying the manly virtues of British civilisation as their Victorian forebears did, conversely reveal the human capacity for evil and regress into degenerates once the structures of civilisation are removed. However, it is arguable whether Lord of the Flies is a prime example of the genre, insofar as its pre-text no longer has the mythic resonance and ‘classic’ status it once had – if, indeed, it is read at all these days – and it is not a novel either which attempts to revoice those silenced by previous ﬁction and thus written out of ‘his-story’. 

Perhaps the best-known and prototypical re-visionary novel, therefore, is Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) by Jean Rhys which re-tells Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847) as the story of Bertha Mason, Mr Rochester’s creole ﬁrst wife and the now famous ‘madwoman in the attic’ of feminist criticism. Likewise, J.M. Coetzee’s Foe (1986) is an explicit riposte to Daniel Defoe’s fundamentally formative novel, Robinson Crusoe (1719), and challenges its much-vaunted realistic veracity at every point. 

Marina Warner’s Indigo (1992), a re-vision of Shakespeare’s play The Tempest (1613–14), explores the Caribbean island of Sycorax, Caliban and Ariel, and traces the scars of colonialism across two continents and three centuries. Emma Tennant’s novella, Two Women of London: The Strange Case of Ms Jekyll and Mrs Hyde (1989), re-writes Robert Louis Stevenson’s original tale (1886) on behalf of contemporary women, for Ms Jekyll and Mrs Hyde – respectively the ‘rich poor’ and the ‘poor’ – are, of course, the ‘same’ woman exploited by patriarchy and Thatcherite capitalism. Tennant’s later novel, Tess (1993), recasts Thomas Hardy’s ‘masterpiece’, Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), to reveal that in presenting his heroine in the way he does, Hardy is directly implicated in the patriarchal exploitation Tess suffers as desirable sex-object to the male gaze, even when the novel purports to be on her side. 

Equally, Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres (1991), by relocating Shakespeare’s King Lear (c.1606) in post-war, mid-west America, and as a tale narrated by ‘Goneril’, at once under-lines the destructive ‘madness’ of patriarchal and capitalist ‘monopoly’ in modern America; retrieves and explains the unvoiced story of Goneril and Regan’s behaviour in the play (Were they indeed victims of sexual abuse by Lear?), while questioning that of Cordelia, thus also subversively redirecting our experience of the original play itself. Likewise, Peter Carey's Jack Maggs (1997) calls to account Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations (1861) by both substituting Magwitch’s story for Pip’s and including an unfavourable portrait of the young Dickens himself in the novel. And Will Self’s Dorian (2002) precisely parallels, 100 years later, Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), effectively bringing into explicit and nauseating view all those things the earlier novel encoded in bonmots and innuendo, and in so doing reveals, intentionally or not, what Wilde’s celebrated patina of wit may obscure.
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