
WRITER’S	NOTE	

Adapting	novels	for	the	stage	is	something	I	have	been	privileged	to	do	for	several	decades.	
From	OLIVER	 TWIST	 in	 1994	 through	 to	NOTE	DAME	DE	PARIS	 and	CROOKED	 LETTER	 (both	 in	 our	
current	repertoire)	it	has	been	both	a	challenge	and	a	pleasure.	It	 is	 impossible	to	satisfy	the	purist	
who	wishes	for	a	dramatisation	that	only	a	Netflix	series	can	satisfy.	But	theatre	has	advantages,	the	
form	alerts	 the	audience	 to	 the	necessary	 transition	 from	page	to	stage	which	 film	 fails	 to	do.	The	
successful	adaptation	dramatises	not	the	narrative	but	the	essence	of	novel	and	uses	episodes	and	
characters	as	tools	to	reveal	that	essence.		

	In	our	TOM	SAWYER	I	have	tried	to	cover	the	essential	scenes	of	this	magical	book	and	to	do	
so	with	its	key	characters.	I	have	taken	some	liberties,	but	only	to	concentrate	the	action.	For	example	
I	have	ignored	the	new	character	of	the	widow	and	had	Joe	and	the	Spaniard	plot	the	death	of	the	
Judge	who	is	after	all	their	sworn	enemy.		I	have	also	had	Joe	fall	to	his	dooming	the	cave	rather	than	
be	slowly	starved	to	death,	surely	a	more	theatrical		fate.	

Notably,	 I,	the	director	(Gaspard	Legendre)	and	the	composer	(John	Kenny)	were	all	agreed	
that	the	book	suffers	from	casual	racism	in	its	portrayal	of	"Injun	Joe",	whose	crimes	are	attributed	to	
his	"half	breed	blood".		It	was	easy	to	drop	the	"injun"	from	the	character	of	Joe.	The	story	is	enhanced	
in	our	view,	and	we	do	not	have	to	present	unchallenged	the	lazy	racial	slurs	of	a	distant	age.	Instead	
we	are	able	 to	 concentrate	on	all	 that	 is	marvellous	 in	 this	great	book,	 to	 rescue	 it	 from	pointless	
debate	that	is	not	central	to	the	story.		As	artists	(and	that	includes	our	cast)	we	feel	comfortable	with	
this	simple	edit.	Surely	we	can	agree	that	Evil	and	violence	is	not	a	racial	characteristic	inherent	in	any	
man	?		

To	those	who	say	that	we	tackled	the	MERCHANT	OF	VENICE,	I	would	answer	that	Shakespeare	
explores	Anti-Semitism	in	his	troubling	play,	carefully	balancing	the	prejudice	with	his	humanity	and	
Shylock	fails	to	achieve	any	evil.	Not	so	Twain	in	TOM	SAWYER.	Besides	just	as	this	article	is	supposed	
to	be	about	adapting	the	novel	and	has	been	hijacked	by	a	discussion	of	"Injun	Joe",	so	the	production	
would	become	distorted	by	questions	of	race	when	this	is	an	adventure	story	of	the	highest	standard	
and	should	be	allowed	to	thrill	us	without	raising	issues	it	cannot	resolve	(and	may	well	offend).		

		 Finally,	 much	 of	 our	 audience	 will	 be	 students	 and	 we	 have	 a	 special	 responsibility	 to	
discourage	the	racism	which	is	sadly	on	the	rise	across	the	troubled	continent	where	we	perform.	

For	those	who	wish	for	a	deeper	elaboration	of	the	problems	of	the	novel	when	not	edited	as	
we	 have	 done,	 we	 recommend	 		 the	 native	 American	 scholar	 Deb	 Reese's	 detailed	 response:		
https://americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/2011/01/american-indian-perspective-
on-changing.html	

Adapting		prose	for		the	stage	is	an	art	form	as	old	as	Aeschylus	and	Shakespeare.	We	hope	our	
audience	 and	 those	who	appreciate	Mark	 Twain	 as	much	 as	we	do	 forgive	or	 at	 least	 indulge	our	
choices,	 choices	 that	we	 hope	 allow	 the	 spirit	 of	Mark	 Twain	 to	 shine	 through	 and	 dramatise	 the	
essence	of	this:	one	of	the	greatest	stories	for	young	people	ever	penned.		

	

	



DIRECTOR’S	NOTE	

It	has	been	a	lot	of	fun	re-imagining	this	adventure	novel	written	by	Mark	Twain!	

												The	five	actors	that	make	up	this	ensemble	tell	this	children’s	tale	in	a	very	cinematic	way,	whilst	
maintaining	a	theatrical	experience…	

												The	characters	address	the	audience	members	directly,	creating	and	maintaining	a	connection	
with	them	throughout.	We	use	movement	to	embody	the	characters	at	different	stages	of	life,	social	
status	and	their	relationships	within	this	1840s	micro-society	in	the	fictional	Saint	Petersburg,	Missouri,	
right-side	of	the	Mississippi	river.	The	actors	play	both	children	and	adults	within	the	story.	Despite	
this	being	a	childrens	novel,	the	characters	are	intense,	have	depth	and	are	extremely	complex.	

												‘School	days’	create	a	timeline	in	the	piece:	every	day,	Alfred	goes	to	school,	accompanied	by	
his	 father.	 We	 see	 his	 relationship	 with	 another	 boy	 and	 with	 Tom…	 The	 actual	 school	 is	 never	
represented	on	stage,	but	we	know	this	is	the	place	Tom	constantly	avoids,	preferring	to	pursue	more	
exciting	adventures…	

												Minimal	multipurpose	items	of	set	create	different	environments	throughout	the	play,	sparking	
the	imagination	of	the	audience	in	visualising	scenes.	Set	changes	are	danced:	the	actors-characters	
take	joy	 in	creating	new	spaces	and	bringing	the	audience	members	with	them	into	these	different	
representations	 within	 Mark	 Twain’s	 novel.	 Twice,	 the	 characters	 imagine	 a	 scene,	 and	 through	
different	techniques,	we	physically	see	what	is	being	imagined	by	the	character.	This	happens	when	
the	three	boys	on	the	island	imagine	how	the	towns	inhabitants	would	react	to	their	absence,	and	at	
the	end	of	the	play	when	Polly	visits	the	judges	house:	this	house	is	un-built	in	front	of	us,	taken	away	
by	the	wind…	At	the	first	blackout	in	the	play,	things	change	and	we	watch	the	action…	sideways…	This	
portrayal	 reminds	 the	audience	of	 the	 theatricality	whilst	 still	 representing	 the	 scenes	of	 the	 story	
intensely,	but	in	a	new	way.	

												Each	element	of	the	set	is	highly	symbolic	in	the	life	of	Tom	Sawyer:	the	main	structure,	a	raked	
stage	built	 like	a	slide	could	 represent	how	Tom	 is	diving	 into	 life,	 the	permanent	unbalance	 in	his	
adventures,	and	will	 represent	 in	 turns,	 the	roof	of	Aunt	Polly’s	house,	 the	 island,	 the	stairs	of	 the	
haunted	house	 and	 the	 cave…	Benches	 represent	 of	 law	and	obligation:	 at	 Polly’s	 house	or	 in	 the	
church,	 it’s	never	Tom’s	choice	 to	sit	on	 them.	They	also	 represent	Mr	Williams’	grave.	Fences	are	
painted	by	Tom	at	the	beginning	–	how	will	this	child,	who	only	dreams	of	freedom	and	adventures,	
paint	 these	 symbols	 of	 laws	 and	 order.	 Fences	 define	 spaces	 Tom	 shall	 not	 trespass…	 but	 at	 the	
beginning,	 he	will	 just	 jump	 them.	 A	 door	will	 add	more	 context	 to	 the	 different	 scenes,	 the	way	
characters	enter	and	exit	different	places	helping	the	audience	members	follow	the	story.	It	is	also	a	
symbol	of	 the	now	and	 the	 future	–	before	and	after	entering	new	places	 -	 and	will	 represent	Mr	
Williams’	coffin.	The	children	are	discussing	death	to	frighten	each	other	but	soon	they	will	face	the	
murder	and	maybe	realise	that	life	always	ends…	

												The	other	children	and	adults	in	the	story	walk	in	a	set	way,	in	squares,	respecting	abstract	rules	
and	law	of	real	spaces,	spaces	created	by	the	Government	in	this	micro-society,	never	trespassing	the	
fences…	Apart	from	Bad’n’Joe	who	will	act	more	on	instinct,	driven	by	smell	and	breaking	the	window	
in	the	trial	scene…	Is	this	reference	used	again	in	the	iconic	scene	of	Milos	Forman’s	ONE	FLEW	OVER	
A	CUCKOO’s	NEST?	Cancelling	the	racist	idea	of	him	being	an	Injun	in	the	original	text	(please	see	the	



writer’s	note),	we	work	on	how	instinctive	the	character	could	be,	driven	by	his	different	senses	and	
with	a	different	relationship	to	death.	

												Huck	surprises	the	audience	in	the	way	he	appears	each	time:	he	appears	in	places	and	ways	we	
don’t	expect.	He	breaks	the	spaces	as	he	is	a	free	spirit.	This	freedom	is	one	of	the	reasons	why	Tom	
admires	him…	He	becomes	the	leader	at	the	end	of	the	show,	for	the	last	adventure,	a	direct	wink	to	
Mark	Twain’s	second	novel	and	to	what	could	be	written	at	the	end	of	a	movie	:	«	to	be	continued	».	

												Even	if	the	story	seems	simple	at	first	sight,	the	main	themes	are	ones	adults	will	often	face	and	
the	play	is	relatable	anyone,	of	any	age.	These	universal	themes	speak	to	all	ages	and	translate	across	
time	and	continents…		

TNT	Theatre	
		

The	company	was	founded	in	1980.	Our	first	production	was	a	manifesto	piece:	a	commedia	dell’arte	
life	of	the	Russian	director	Meyerhold,	who	was	murdered	by	Stalin.	His	ideas	are	still	present	in	TNT’s	
work.	The	company	received	UK	Arts	Council	(government	)	funding	for	extensive	tours	of	Britain	for	
many	years	before	 shifting	 its	 focus	 to	 international	 touring.		TNT’s	 initial	productions	were	all	 self	
written	 and	 combined	 popular	 theatre	 forms	with	 serious	 subjects.		In	 1983	we		began	 integrating	
music	into		the	productions	on	a	complex	level.		In	1993	we	began	our	collaboration	ADG	Europe		and	
producer	 Grantly	 Marshall,	 expanding		our	 repertoire	 to	 include	 classical	 texts	 and	 radical	 stage	
interpretations	of	novels	and	theatre	in	French.		TNT	toured	internationally	from	its	first	year	and	now	
tours	to	over	thirty	countries	a	year	on	three	continents	in	four	languages.			We	believe	that	theatre	
itself	is	a	language,	and	can	be	understood	by	all	–	especially	in	this	digital	age	–	where	live	art	is	so	
essential.		
	
TNT	repertoire	2019/2020:	
		
ROMEO	&	 JULIET,		A	MIDSUMMER	NIGHT’S	 DREAM,		and	OTHELLO	 by	 Shakespeare,	 A	 CHRISTMAS	
CAROL	by	Dickens	a		French	language	version	of	NOTRE	DAME	DE	PARIS	adapted	by	Paul	Stebbings	
(director	 Gaspard	 Legendre)	 and	 Molière's	 LE	 BOURGEOIS	 GENTILEHOMME	 .	 The	 autumn	 season	
opens	 with	 two	 new	 productions:	 	FREE	MANDELA	 exploring	 the	 drama	 of	 South	 Africa’s	modern	
history	 and	 it’s	 lessons	 for	 our	 divided	 world	 and	 TOM	 SAWYER.This	 is	 followed	 by	 a	 revival	 of	
TNT’s	 	long	running	production:FRANKENSTEIN	–	the	Monster	and	the	Myth	and	a	new	production:	
CROOKED	LETTER	CROOKED	LETTER	based	on		the	novel	by	Tom	Franklin	set	in	Mississippi.		Meanwhile	
TNT’s	TAMING	OF	THE	SHREW	will	also	be	revived	in	Mandarin	by	the	Shanghai	Dramatic	Arts	Centre,	
while	 in	 Costa	 Rica	 Teatro	 Espressivo	 revives		CUENTA	 DE	 NAVIDAD	 (Dickens	 adapted	 by	 Paul	
Stebbings)	and	SENOR	DE	LAS	MOSCAS.	All	original	texts	are	by	Paul	Stebbings	and	Phil	Smith.	TNT	are	
represented	 in	 China	 by	 Milky	 Way	 productions	 Beijing	 and	 several	 other	 producers	
across		four		continents.		
In	2020	the	company		plan	to	consolidate	our	work	in	Latin	America	with	tours	from	Mexico	to	Chile	
making	TNT	(produced	by	Grantly	Marshall	of	ADG	Europe)	the	most	widely	travelled	theatre	company	
on	earth.			
		
Our	motto	is	taken	from		Meyerhold,	who	inspired	our	first	production:	“Tragedy	with	a	smile	on	its	
lips”	


