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Staging Tom Sawyer Paints the Fence in Kyogen style:
The Noho Theatre Group’s 35th Anniversary Twain Adaptation Script

Jonah SALZ
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Abstract

Mark Twain's classic 1876 tale of whitewashing the fence from The Adventures of Tom Sawyer
was adapted for the Noho Theatre Group’'s 35th anniversary in 2019. Kyogen classical comedy
style was employed, seemed to me and many in the audience to fit perfectly with the oppressed

servant's turning the tables on an oppressive master.
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I adapted Mark Twain's classic 1876 tale of whitewashing the fence from The Adventures of Tom Sawyer for
the Noho Theatre Group’s 35" anniversary in 2019. Featuring a cast of nine, it was challenging to adapt to
the stage. The story begins in the present, with Aunt Polly reflecting on Tom’s misdeeds, then shifts scene
from indoors to outdoors as she explains the awful punishment: giving up a Saturday in spring to whitewash
their high, wide fence. It features his brother and servant briefly, in particular Missouri and southern black
accents that are difficult to replicate in Japanese. Yet the plot at heart seemed to me fit well with Kyogen's
spirit of servant’s turning the tables on mean masters. These features of T 5_I= “the underdogs overcoming
their lords”, is an essential undercurrent to much of kyogen’s topsy turvy dramaturgy. Painting the fence
was easily embodied by the rhythmic onomatopoeia and mime that is kyogen's specialty, and in our version
introduced a delightful song and dance finale.

Tom Sawyer has long been beloved by Americans as a scamp of a boy embodying the American hero:
brave, clever, and naive, but also a bit of an outlaw. The story of how he manages to escape the heavy
chore of painting Aunt Polly’s fence seemed to perfectly fit with Japanese kyogen's spirit of Taro Kaja, the
mischievous and lazy servant. As I started adapting and directing the play, however, I felt that Painting the
Fence was also a fable for American capitalism and the exploitation of workers by manipulative bosses.
Then by the end of rehearsals, I began to feel that there was a happier, perhaps more Japanese message
embedded in this comical story. As each child, eager to have a chance to paint the fence, exchanged a
precious toy for the brush, they joined in joyfully to the group whitewashing. Working together in harmony,
even a difficult task is great fun, much richer and lasting than playing alone with your games and toys.

The text here was originally written in English (Salz), made
more kyogen-like in Japanese (Shigeyama), then made easier
as dialogue by Kagari Asukai. The roles were cast before the
script was finalized, as we developed the performance, so the
language reflects both the characters’ and actors’ idiosyncrasies.
Since the bilingual kyogen actor Shigeyama played Tom, his
lines were written in Edo-period servant mode, while other more
contemporary characters spoke modern Japanese, including the

senior actor Maruishi's portrayal of the 11-year-old Ben.

Fig. 1 Sennojo Shigeyama invents and
demonstrates the whitewashing
kata in rehearsal.
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Fig. 6 Polly returns to check the fence, but gets caught up in the song and dance of
whitewashing.
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Fig. 4 Tom continues collecting toys in exchange for friends’ painting the fence.
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Noel Medlock, enter playing

Fig. 5 Two friends, played by Tim and
cowboys and Indians.

1 IR M) RO

L7 WM —IR Y AWLRR® [N\ ]| SEWILwE I

*o-—

wy o~
W5

-+

%o

LR O RN E NS L LT BRI RS S
£ NRUAOSEHRNURIN £g7 QU (I

QAU LD QS D 4U°
LT BRIV RV RS

S O e~

#5275 (2023)

[ AL 7E

116



Fig.3 Tom pretends to enjoy whitewashing,
declining Ben’s pleas to give it a try.
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for Tom (Sennojo Shigeyama), who
tries to disguise himself as a pine-tree.

Fig. 2 Aunt Polly (Kagari Asukai) searches
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