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WHY 
REWRITE? 



EXAMPLES OF REWRITINGS 

• WIDE SARGASSO SEA (1966), Jean Rhys - Jane Eyre (1847), Charlotte Brontë

• WICKED: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF THE WICKED WITCH OF THE WEST (1995),

Gregory Maguire - The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900)

• THE WIND DONE GONE (2001), Alice Randall - Gone with the Wind (1951),

Margaret Mitchell

• MY JIM (2005), Nancy Rawles - Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), Mark Twain

• PYM (2011), Mat Johnson - The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket

(1838), Edgar Allan Poe

• HAG-SEED (2016), Margaret Atwoord - The Tempest (1611), William Shakespeare



THE SIGNIFYING MONKEY 
BY HENRY LOUIS GATES, JR.  

Text: The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary 
Criticism (1988)

Signifying monkey:
• trickster figure > Esu-Elegbara, the Yoruba deity 

Signifyin(g):
• representing an idea indirectly, with techniques such as 

irony, allusion, and wordplay in order to explain difficult 
terms and challenge dominant narratives



Examples of signifyin’

Tupac Shakur, Changes (1998)

Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1973)

Langston Hughes, Harlem (1951)

Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick 
Douglass, an American Slave (1845)

Alice Walker, The Color Purple (1982)



Two types of literary Signifyin(g)

Cooperative (unmotivated) > revisitation done out 
of respect

Oppositional (motivated) > revisitation that wants 
to criticize dominant cultural narratives 



BENITO CERENO: Two new 
interpretations

• Middle Passage (1990) by Charles 
Johnson

• La fragata de las máscaras (1996) by 
Tomás de Mattos 

↓

Similar to Benito Cereno but with important 
changes



CHARLES JOHNSON’S MIDDLE 
PASSAGE (1990):

The plot

• Main character: Rutherford Calhoun, a free slave
• Other characters: Isadora Bailey, Philippe 'Papa'

Zeringue, Josiah Squibb, Ebeneezer Falcon, 40
Allmuseri tribesmen (Ngonyama)

• Setting: New Orleans, the Republic (illegal slave
ship)

• Main event: Slave revolt



Why Johnson wrote Middle 
Passage

« Artists do not stem from their childhood, but from
their conflicts with the achievements of their
predecessors; not from their formless world, but from
their struggle with the forms which others have
imposed on life. »
André Malraux, Voices of Silence, 1951.



The setting

Benito Cereno: Pacific 
Ocean

Middle Passage: 
Atlantic Ocean → 
Middle Passage 



The representation of slaves

Benito Cereno, p. 97.

Middle Passage, p. 160.



Black people as «simple»

Benito Cereno, p. 63.

Middle Passage, p. 8

Middle Passage, p. 222



The master-slave relationship 

Benito Cereno, p. 45.

Middle Passage, p. 117. 



The endings

Benito Cereno, p. 101

Middle Passage, p. 147



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bordin, Elisa. Review of La scimmia retorica: Teoria della critica letteraria afro americana, by Anna Scannavini. Iperstoria, Issue 18
(2021): 364-367.

Joyce, Joyce Ann. “A Tinker’s Damn: Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and ‘The Signifying Monkey’ Twenty Years Later.” Callaloo 31, no. 2 (2008):
370–80.

Johnson, Charles. Middle Passage. New York: Atheneum, 1990. 

Melville, Herman. Benito Cereno. New York: Chelsea House Publishers,1855.

Moriah, Kristin. “In the Shadow of the Negro: Minstrelsy, Race and Performance in Herman Melville’s Benito Cereno.” Peer English 3: pp. 37-
52, 2008.

Thaden, Barbara Z. “Charles Johnson’s Middle Passage as Historiographic Metafiction.” College English 59, no. 7 (1997): 753–66.

The Daily Omnivore. “The Signifying Monkey.” Accessed April 20, 2024. https://thedailyomnivore.net/2013/04/15/the-signifying-monkey/

Palencia, Rachel. “Demythifying Melville: Charles Johnson's Middle Passage and the Nightmare of Slavery.” Honors Projects. 11. 1994.

Portelli, Alessandro. “La fragata de las màscaras: una riscrittura sudamericana di ‘Benito Cereno.’” Glocal Melville, no. 2 (2012): 127-135.

https://thedailyomnivore.net/2013/04/15/the-signifying-monkey/

