Terzian Response to Rewritten Masterpieces
We have probably heard the argument that there is nothing new in this world. That knowledge is built on previous knowledge and that works of art are built on earlier works of art.  For example, Shakespeare drew inspiration from a wide range of sources and influences.  A ClaudeAI query produced the following examples:
Classical Writers
· Ovid was perhaps his greatest influence — Metamorphoses shaped countless plays and poems, including A Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest.
· Plutarch's Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans was a direct source for his Roman plays (Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus).
· Plautus and Terence (Roman comic playwrights) influenced his comedic structure and character types.
Italian Writers
· Boccaccio (Decameron) provided story material for several plays.
· Ariosto and other Italian novella writers supplied plots Shakespeare adapted freely.
Likewise, Shakespeare had a broad influence on many writers.
In response to David and Richard’s query “We are yet interested in your ideas about whether a piece thus inspired enhances, distracts from, or has no bearing on the original,” my experience with the material in Lucy Negro was that it enhanced the original materials yes.  Several years ago, I had the opportunity to watch a presentation of  Caroline Randall Williams’ “Lucy Negro, Redux” in our library, along with reading the book. I believe this enriches our understanding of the sonnets associated with the “dark lady.”
 The updating of original masterpieces presents a different type of issue.  Othello, for example, can either be viewed in context of its time or seen as a threat to modern times.  “Morrison saw Desdemona as an act of literary justice: restoring a woman's voice, honoring an African woman's story, and asking readers to look at a familiar tale from the inside out.” (Claude) How does one judge the virtue of this?
On the issue of presenting the new artist’s idea of what the original artist’s expressive intent might have been, I think this can be quite useful. The example of Demon Copperhead works well with me. I am now enjoying reading the book.  In fact, I would like to propose a new book be written modeled after the book The Plague by Albert Camus. “The Plague (La Peste) is a novel by French-Algerian author Albert Camus, set in the Algerian coastal city of Oran during an outbreak of bubonic plague in the 1940s. Narrated retrospectively by Dr. Bernard Rieux, the novel chronicles the city's descent into epidemic, isolation, and eventual recovery, using the plague as a rich metaphor for the absurdity of human suffering, the persistence of evil, and the moral imperative to resist.” I reread this book during the Covid crisis and found it fascinating. I thought to myself what an important thing it would be if we could update this book to address what is happening today in society. For this reason, I asked Claude to outline a novel for our times. Anyone need a project?

Novel Outline: The Contagion — A Modern Plague Story
Inspired by Albert Camus' The Plague, reimagined in New York City, 2020

Concept and Tone
The novel would retain Camus' core philosophical DNA — absurdism, solidarity, moral reckoning — but transplant it into the hyper-connected, politically fractured, social-media-saturated world of 21st-century New York. Where Camus' narrator was a detached, almost classical voice, this narrator would wrestle with the noise of a world drowning in information yet starved of truth. The plague is no longer just biological — it is also informational, political, and spiritual.

Title and Narrator
Title: The Contagion
Narrator: Dr. Elena Vasquez, an ER physician at a public hospital in the South Bronx — revealed only at the novel's end to be the author of the chronicle. She is the moral center: exhausted, clear-eyed, neither saint nor cynic. A second-generation Dominican-American, her perspective grounds the novel in the community hardest hit by the virus.

Setting
The South Bronx and its surroundings, with excursions into Manhattan. The novel uses New York's geography symbolically — the sealed bridges and tunnels, the silenced subway, the economic and racial canyon between the Bronx and the Upper East Side — to dramatize the inequality at the heart of the story.

Part One: The Rats (February – March 2020)
Theme: Denial
The novel opens with strange signals that most choose to ignore. Elena begins noticing unusual pneumonia cases — patients presenting with a respiratory illness unlike anything in her training. She flags it to hospital administration and is quietly told not to alarm staff.
Meanwhile, the novel introduces its ensemble cast:
· Marcus Webb — a Black freelance journalist living in Harlem, working on a piece about income inequality. He becomes the novel's Tarrou figure: philosophical, clear-eyed about his own past, destined to be the moral compass.
· Sofia Reyes — a young undocumented woman from the Bronx working as a home health aide, caring for an elderly white Manhattan couple. She is the novel's most vulnerable and ultimately most heroic figure.
· Daniel Ashford — a wealthy hedge fund manager on the Upper East Side, Rambert's equivalent, whose singular obsession becomes escaping the city to reach his family in their Hamptons home.
· Father Jerome — a Bronx parish priest who initially preaches that the virus is God's judgment on a sinful, distracted society, then undergoes a shattering crisis of faith.
· Victor Crane — a pharmaceutical industry lobbyist and Cottard's equivalent, who sees the crisis as a business opportunity and quietly profits from it while performing public solidarity.
· Iris Grand — a retired MTA worker and lifelong Bronx resident, Grand's equivalent, who spends the quarantine writing long, unsent letters to her late husband, trying to find the exact right words to describe what is happening.
The section ends with the governor's lockdown order. The city seals itself. The bridges empty. An eerie silence falls over New York.

Part Two: The Sealed City (April – May 2020)
Theme: Endurance and Fracture
This is the novel's longest and most harrowing section. Deaths accelerate. Elena's hospital is overwhelmed. Refrigerated trucks appear in the parking lot. PPE runs out. Staff begin to fall ill.
The novel traces each character's response to the sealed city:
Elena moves through the hospital wards with grim efficiency, her narration clinical on the surface, roiling underneath. She video-calls her mother nightly. She begins to notice that the dead are almost entirely poor, Black, Latino — essential workers who had no choice but to keep moving through the city while others sheltered safely at home.
Marcus begins organizing mutual aid networks across Harlem and the Bronx — coordinating grocery deliveries for elderly residents, connecting PPE donors with overwhelmed clinics. He is the novel's great humanist, but Camus gives him a shadow: Marcus is revealed to have once abandoned a friend in a crisis years ago. His organizing is in part an act of atonement.
Sofia continues working, riding the near-empty subway each day to care for her elderly charge, Mr. and Mrs. Harmon, in their Park Avenue apartment. When Mrs. Harmon falls ill with the virus, Sofia nurses her at personal risk, unable to visit her own mother who is sick in the Bronx. Her chapters are the novel's moral heart — quiet, unrecognized heroism invisible to the city's official story.
Daniel attempts every means to leave the city — pulling strings, bribing contacts, chartering a private car. His desperation is portrayed with complexity rather than contempt. He loves his family genuinely. But his efforts repeatedly collide with the reality that his freedom was always purchased at others' expense.
Father Jerome delivers a fire-and-brimstone sermon that goes viral online, then watches a seven-year-old parishioner die of the virus. The chapter depicting his crisis of faith — preached over a Zoom funeral — is the novel's spiritual turning point.
Victor Crane works the phones from his Tribeca loft, securing contracts, spinning narratives, hosting virtual cocktail parties. He is the plague's beneficiary — and the novel treats him not as a monster but as a system: the logical endpoint of a society that commodifies everything, including catastrophe.
A key scene: Marcus and Elena meet for the first time at an outdoor field hospital in Crotona Park. Standing six feet apart in masks, they form the novel's central friendship — the Rieux-Tarrou relationship reimagined. They walk the empty streets at night, talking about what kind of city — what kind of country — they want to exist on the other side.

Part Three: The Numbers (June – August 2020)
Theme: Numbness and Adaptation
The acute terror fades into grinding routine. Deaths slow but continue. The city develops a new rhythm — masked, distanced, fractured along the same fault lines as before, now made visible.
The novel introduces a new tension: the pressure to reopen. Politicians, business owners, and a restless public push to declare victory prematurely. Elena watches in horror as the conversation shifts from "how do we protect people" to "how do we protect the economy." The plague is still present, but fatigue has made people willing to look away.
Father Jerome quietly abandons his pulpit and begins volunteering at a food pantry. He stops preaching and starts listening. His transformation from judgment to service is rendered without sentimentality.
Sofia's mother dies — alone, in a Bronx hospital, with Sofia unable to be present. This is the novel's most devastating chapter. Sofia sits on the fire escape of her apartment building and watches the street below, empty except for an ambulance passing without urgency, its lights off.
Daniel eventually stops trying to escape and, in a quiet turning point, begins using his financial connections to funnel supplies to Bronx clinics. He is not redeemed — Camus would not allow that — but he is changed. He contributes. It is enough, and not enough.
Victor Crane is the one character who emerges from the pandemic largely unscathed and materially richer. He is the novel's most honest and uncomfortable portrait — a reminder that the plague, like all disasters, has winners.
Iris Grand finally finishes her letter. She never sends it.

Part Four: The Vaccine (Fall 2020 – Spring 2021)
Theme: Hope and Its Complications
News of vaccine trials produces a complicated hope — relief fractured by questions of access, distribution, and trust. Who gets it first? Who refuses it? The novel treats the vaccine not as a simple salvation but as another arena in which the society's values are revealed.
Marcus contracts the virus and nearly dies. His illness strips away the novel's last illusion of the heroic being immune. Elena treats him, powerless in the face of the disease she has been fighting for months. Their conversations through his recovery — halting, exhausted, searching — become the novel's philosophical core, its equivalent of Rieux and Tarrou's late-night swim.
Marcus recovers. But the experience leaves him quieter, less certain of everything except the value of the people in front of him.

Part Five: The Opening (Summer 2021)
Theme: Cautious Return and Permanent Change
The city reopens. Crowds return. Music plays in the parks. There is genuine joy — but Elena, watching from her hospital window, knows what Rieux knew: the contagion does not disappear. It retreats. It waits. The city has changed, and also has not changed. The same inequalities persist. The same systems that failed the Bronx remain largely intact.
The novel ends as Camus' does — not with triumph but with testimony. Elena reveals herself as the narrator. She has written this chronicle not as a monument to suffering but as a warning and a witness. She writes:
"The contagion taught us nothing we didn't already know, and everything we had refused to see. It will come again — in some form, under some name. The only question it ever asks is the one we keep failing to answer: what do we owe each other?"

Key Thematic Departures from Camus
	Camus' The Plague
	The Contagion

	Suffering is broadly shared
	Suffering is radically unequal

	Information is scarce
	Misinformation is overwhelming

	The enemy is purely biological
	The enemy is also political and systemic

	Heroism is quiet and universal
	Heroism is racialized and invisible

	God is absent but not politicized
	Faith is fractured and publicly weaponized

	Recovery feels complete
	Recovery is partial and provisional



Closing Note on Style
The novel would be written in a restrained, precise prose style — honoring Camus' cool, documentary tone — but punctuated by fragments of the real: tweet-like dispatches, text message exchanges, news chyrons, Zoom call transcripts. These interruptions would serve the same function as Camus' bureaucratic records: they document how a society talks to itself in crisis, and how much gets lost in the noise.

"One must imagine Sisyphus wearing a mask."
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