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“Afterlives: Jim on Stage and Screen” explores how thirteen Black actors interpreted
Jim’s character on stage and screen between 1920 and 2012. They include the longest
reigning world light heavyweight champion of all time, a bodybuilder who held the title
of the “world’s most muscular man,” and an African geology student studying in
Moscow. As they pushed rafts down the Dnieper River in Ukraine, the Danube River in
Romania, and the Sacramento, Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers in the United States, these
actors brought to the role their own experiences with racism and their own distinctive
insights into who Jim was and why he did what he did. Their portrayals of Jim were
also shaped by the scripts and directors as well as by geopolitics and national ideol-
ogies. How did these actors variously develop, demean, deepen, diminish, and distort
Jim in these plays and films?

Did they present Jim as a smart and resourceful man with intelligence and
agency, or was he cast as a stock figure from minstrelsy or the “plantation tradition”
romanticizing the antebellum South? Was the racism of the world in which he lives
presented or elided? As they inhabited and embodied Jim as a character, how did each
of these actors contribute to Jim’s life as a national and global touchstone for Amer-
ican racism and the portrayal of Black men on stage and screen?

Jim on the Dnieper: Wayland Rudd (1936) and Feliks Imokuede (1973) Enact the Soviet
Critique of American Racism

When Jim next appears on screen five years later, he is speaking Russian, and the
Dnieper River in Ukraine serves as the Mississippi. The Dnieper would be the setting of
two Soviet versions of Huckleberry Finn, one in 1936 and anotherin 1973. Both films use
the novel as a vehicle to criticize America and to champion socialist ideals of interracial
proletarian solidarity.
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Twain’s works were tremendously popular in Russia from the moment they ap-
peared in translation. Huckleberry Finn first appeared in Russian in 1885, the same year
it came out in the United States, and Tom Sawyer made its Russian debut in 1877, one
year after its publication in the United States. Margarita Marinova notes that “the
prerevolutionary fascination with Twain and the Russian admiration for his satirical
talents (he was often compared to Gogol in the press), only intensified after the
emergence of the Soviet State, as his critical stance towards the realities of American
life, his antiracist position, and his disdain for organized religion made him extremely
palatable to the new socialist government.” “After the Soviets came to powerin1917,”
Marinova writes, Twain was “deemed to be ideologically relevant by the new political
leadership. While his immense talents as a humorist were still acknowledged and
enjoyed by reviewers and readers alike, now he was predominantly celebrated as a
critic of American capitalism and the Western way of life in general.”"

Tom Sawyer dominated the market, but Huck Finn was quite popular as well.
Both were widely used in English-language classes in schools and were often staged
by children’s theaters around the country. Marinova tells us that “the Soviet critical
insistence upon the importance of Jim—not as an individual, but as a representative
of a disenfranchised class—was so great that a 1926 edition of the novel came out
under the title Mpukatouenmns Fekkenvbeppy PuHHA U 6e2n020 Hezpa Axmma (Adven-
tures of Huckleberry Finn and the Runaway Negro Jim).” According to Marinova, “Not
only is [Jim] allowed to share the spotlight with Huck in the title, but he is also pre-
sented as fully capable of taking charge of his fate (as the title suggests, he has dared
to escape from slavery and live a life of adventure alongside Huck Finn).” Indeed a
prominent Soviet critic would assert that while Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn “are favor-
ite heroes of Soviet boys,” it is Jim who “holds their inalienable affection.”?

The film produced in 1936 by the Kyiv branch of Ukrainfilm, the main studio in
Soviet Ukraine, places Jim front and center, along with the theme of racism.? Nebraska-
born Wayland Rudd, who portrays Jim in this Soviet film, broke new ground as the first
Black man to play Othello in the United States, and by the early 1930s his performances
on and off Broadway were earning praise from theater critics in New York. Nonethe-
less, he knew that options for Black actors in the United States were severely limited,
and when the opportunity arose for him to hone his acting skills in the Soviet Union, a
country that condemned American racism and trumpeted its own egalitarianism, Rudd
was intrigued.*

Between 1928 and 1937, the Soviet Union made the promotion of antiracism a
priority policy, aware of the propaganda value at home to be gained by calling out
racism in the United States. Extensive coverage in the Soviet press of the Scottsboro
trial in Alabama in 1931, in which two white women falsely accused nine young Black
men of rape, exposed Soviet citizens to the oppressions of the Jim Crow South. As
Cassio de Oliveira reminds us, the trial put a host of “articles, photographs, and illus-
trations depicting American racism” before the Soviet public. Official Soviet policy
during this period challenged ideas of white supremacy prevalent in the United States
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and considered African Americans as potentially helpful in disputing America’s claim to
be “the world’s beacon of democracy and freedom.” In the spring of 1932, the Black
pressin New York and Chicago buzzed with reports about a new film to be called Black
and White (Chernyi i belyi), that would counter racist stereotypes and present
“Negroes on screen as humans, for the first time,” in the words of the film’s
screenwriter.”

Rudd was a member of the delegation of twenty-two young African Americans
heading to Moscow to make the film, led by Langston Hughes, who was to serve as
script consultant. The film was to be produced by Mezhrabpom, the main production
house for international films, and directed by Carl Junghans.®

As Arnold Rampersad writes in his biography of Langston Hughes, “As visiting
Blacks, in fact, the twenty-two Americans were instant celebrities. Lines retreated
impulsively before them, seats emptied as they approached.... Muscovites loved most
foreigners, but the Scottsboro case gave American Blacks an instant prestige.”’ Much
to the actors’ frustration, however, Black and White was never made. The government
aborted the project when, in an unofficial protest, an American leading the construc-
tion of a major dam in Ukraine objected to the film, warning that making it might delay
US diplomatic recognition of the Soviet Union. Disappointed and angry, most of the
delegation went home. But Rudd decided to stay, fascinated by what he saw on the
Soviet stage during the months he’d been waiting for Black and White to begin
shooting.8 In 1936, after a brief sojourn back in the United States, Rudd found himself
cast as Jim in a Soviet adaptation of Huckleberry Finn.’

Fig. 1 Wayland Rudd as Jim at his trial for having “murdered” Huck Finn in
Tom Cotliep—romanized as Tom Soier—released by Ukrainfilm in 1936.
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Despite its titte—Tom Soier—the film released by Ukrainfilm in 1936 is actually
an amalgam of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn in which Jim figures significantly.' As Cassio
de Oliveira writes, Tom Soier—a “potpourri of plot elements from Twain’s Mississippi
novels, with a generous heaping of Soviet revolutionary spirit to go with it”—was
intended mainly for the domestic market and especially for young audiences. The film
was designed to exploit the immense popularity of Mark Twain’s novel “in order to
propagate its antiracist message.”"

The film establishes the trauma inflicted by slavery in its opening scene, which
features a fugitive slave named George—played by the American actor Lloyd Patter-
son—being chased, captured, attacked by vicious dogs, and then, with bound hands,
led abjectly behind the horse of a man who turns out to be the town’s pastor, and
forced to drink water out of a trough alongside a horse.

Jim’s owner, Dr. Robinson, has told him that he is setting him free and put that
intention in writing, making Jim supremely happy. But Pap Finn, who has long hated
Dr. Robinson, kills him and frames Jim for the murder. Jim is jailed.

The “Star-Spangled Banner” plays at the start of the trial. Judge Thatcher,
flanked by two large American flags, announces that the physical and moral crime of
killing a white man demands the gallows.

Tom and Huck show up as witnesses in his defense, freeing him from the mur-
der charge. But Dr. Robinson’s brother denies that his brother intended to set Jim free
and plans to sell Jim himself, making him a slave again. When the boys help Jim escape
and set out on a raft, a lynch mob chases them on horseback along the shore while
Judge Thatcher, in a small sternwheeler, chases them on the water. The judge hits
George, the former runaway who is now an enslaved member of the crew on his boat,
for not stoking the boiler fast enough. When the judge boards the raft to recapture
Jim, George hits the judge over the head, and Huck, Tom, and Jim tie him up, spread
tar on his face (in effect putting him in blackface), place him in the wigwam, and put
up a sign indicating that he has smallpox. The two boys and the two slaves comman-
deer the little sternwheeler (named “The Missouri River”) and sail off, heading for free
territory. As de Oliveira notes, “In featuring so prominently the question of slavery—
and, by extension, of racial inequality in America—Tom Soier follows a pervasive trend
in Soviet culture of the time,” of consistently alluding to America’s racial travails.™

Wayland Rudd’s Jim is clearly a man who cares about his family, fervently
dreams of freedom, and justly fears the brutal treatment runaway slaves can expect;
but he also conforms to some familiar racial stereotypes as a fairly docile subject who
expresses both sadness and joy by breaking into song. The closing image of the prog-
ressive white boys and the slaves thwarting the efforts of the evil judge to return Jim
to slavery is emblematic of the Soviet ideal of an alliance between Black and white to
challenge the corruption of the religious and civil powers-that-be.

In the decades that followed, Rudd would become the most visible Black actor
in the USSR, cast almost exclusively as uneducated, oppressed Black American charac-
ters (although he would eventually achieve his dream of playing Othello in Russian).
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Rudd had been attracted to the Soviet Union “by the Soviet state’s unapologetic at-
tack on US white supremacy and its propaganda’s insistence—on a world scale—that
Black lives matter,” as Meredith Roman writes."” His role in later films was principally
to win the audience’s sympathy and mobilize them against racism.

When Feliks Imokuede arrived in Moscow in the late 1960s to study petroleum
engineering and geology at Patrice Lumumba University, he expected some of the
challenges his fellow Nigerian students had encountered there in recent years. He was
warned about the cold—his first week at Lumumba (named for the pro-Soviet first
prime minister of the Congo, an African nationalist who was executed in 1961), he was
taken to the GUM department store on Red Square, where a coat, boots, and warm
clothing were purchased for him (the new clothing couldn’t fully counter the frigid
temperatures). He knew that learning Russian would be hard. He wasn’t surprised by
the lack of privacy in the overcrowded dorm rooms and the fact that one could bathe
only on Wednesdays from five to eleven in the evening (the only time hot water was
available); nor was he surprised by the dull and monotonous food and the general
drabness of life all around him. He had been told not to be shocked by questions like
“Do you have houses in Africa?” He had been warned that taxi drivers called Patrice
Lumumba University “the zoo” and ordinary Soviet citizens were prone to call African
students “monkeys.” Nigerian students who had arrived in Moscow shortly before him
told him about the discrimination and racial abuse that he could expect even in the
supposedly antiracist land of socialist brotherhood. The frequent racist attacks from
Soviet youngsters on African students were well known, and he had been advised to
carry a knife for protection. He had heard about the incident, a few years earlier, of the
Nigerian student sleeping in his dorm room who was attacked with a chisel by a drun-
ken Russian incensed by the success that he had been having with Russian girls. No, he
was not surprised by how hard it was to learn Russian, how cold it was, how tasteless
the food was, how uncomfortable the dorms were, how racist ordinary Russians could
be, and how ignorant they were about Africa.™

| e

Fig. 2. Feliks Imokuede with costar eleven-year-old Roman Sergeevitsch Madyanov
in Coscem nponawuti—romanized as Sovsem propashchiy (Hopelessly Lost, 1973).
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But he never dreamt that he would be cast in a major role in a film that would
be nominated for best picture at the Cannes Film Festival in 1974.

Feliks Imokuede would play Jim in Coscem nponawuii (romanized as Sovsem
propashchiy), translated as Hopelessly Lost in English and The Lost Boy in French.” A
joint effort by the celebrated Georgian director Georgiy Daneliya and acclaimed cine-
matographer Vadim Yusov, the film was produced in 1973 by Mosfilm, the Soviet
Union’s largest film studio, known for movies that would appeal to a broad public and
could compete with foreign productions.® It was applauded by Soviet audiences and
critics alike.” Imokuede may have been cast as Jim not because of his acting skills but
because he physically conformed to many Soviet ideas of what a Black slave should
look like. But the Nigerian-accented mix of Russian and English that he spoke was a
problem. Daneliya decided that he had to be dubbed. So in the film, although Imo-
kuede does not look Russian, he definitely sounds Russian, speaking the same standar-
dized Russian as all the other characters.™

Soviet leaders at the time seized every chance they had to underline the hypoc-
risy of racism in the nation that claimed the mantle of leader of the “free world.”  In
the film, the king and the duke represent the rapacious materialism the Soviets assoc-
iated with American capitalism, while Huck and Jim become “a metaphor for interracial
working-class alliance fighting against capitalist bullies embodied by the pair of con-
men onscreen.” *° Daria Goncharova tells us that the film fit into a Soviet tradition of
“reclaiming Twain as a socialist rather than as a national writer and Huck as an anti-
imperialist rebel embodying Soviet values of comradery and interracial solidarity.”*'
Committed to ideals of “colorblind internationalism and proletarian solidarity,” Gon-
charova writes, the film “prioritizes scenes that draw attention to the social ills that, in
the Soviet interpretation, constituted the foundation of a capitalist regime: racial
exploitation and mindless pursuit of wealth.”** Greed is a motivating factor for the
film’s villains: Miss Watson can’t resist the eight hundred dollars she can get for Jim,
and the king and the duke avidly count the gold they’ve taken in through their scams
without distributing shares to Huck and Jim, who have been integral to their success.
Implicitly, the money-hungry king and duke and Miss Watson are emblems of cap-
italism, while Huck and Jim are emblems of what “comradery and interracial solidarity”
can accomplish. (The film also includes some other social criticism implicit in the novel,
such as the critique of mindless gun violence in the Grangerford-Shepherdson feud.)
The film foregrounds the racial violence that lay just beneath the surface in the
American South. This is conveyed not only by showing Jim’s ankles bleeding from the
shackles he is forced to wear when the king sells him but also by Huck’s referencing
lynchings as a reason why he and Jim should stick with the two conmen.

There are, as always, some major departures from the book—including the
elimination of Tom Sawyer. Nonetheless, Hopelessly Lost is a film that lovingly honors
Twain’s original. The scenes—despite being truncated—remain remarkably faithful to
Twain’s text, often verbatim. In addition, Vadim Yusov’s wonderfully luminous cine-
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matography makes the Dnieper River shimmer in the moonlight and glisten in the sun-
light in ways that evoke Huck’s lyrical descriptions of the Mississippi. The replication of
Twain’s words combined with the incandescent shots of the river make Hopelessly Lost
seem closer in spirit to the original than most other films based on the novel.

Although Black characters in Russian literature and art were portrayed stereo-
typically as servile, Imokuede’s Jim is constantly showing agency, intelligence, and em-
pathy in the face of the many obstacles thrown his way—a daunting task, given that
he is in nearly every scene (with a few exceptions, such as scenes in pap’s cabin or in
the Wilks home or those involving Colonel Sherburn).

His acting is always adequate and sometimes pitch-perfect. He plays Jim with
confidence and aplomb.

Imokuede portrays Jim as a father who cares deeply about both his own chil-
dren and Huck. Jim’s wife and daughter appear briefly near the start of the film and
are invoked along the journey as the motive for his flight. In the hair ball scene, he
reassures Huck and tells him not to worry in a fatherly way. Jim calls Huck “son” and
always behaves in a paternal manner, treating and calming him when he is bitten by a
poisonous snake, reprimanding him when he deserves it. One of Imokuede’s most
compelling scenes takes place when he wakes and finds that Huck is back after their
separation in the fog. Imokuede’s Jim is overwhelmed with emotion—his very real
tears visible—but he is still the parent, demanding truth from the lying child.

Imokuede’s Jim is resourceful, self-assured, and smart. He steals a canoe when
he realizes he is likely to be sold. When Jim tells Huck why he ran off—explaining that
Miss Watson couldn’t resist the eight hundred dollars a slave trader offered her—he
observes that a Black man can’t last more than two years if he is sold South. The raft is
Jim’s idea, not Huck’s. Jim has caught a raft and provisioned it with cooking utensils
and other supplies.

The Frenchman debate is presented just as it is in the book. Huck’s response to
Jim’s “winning” the argument is to spit and say, “Dammit.”

But Jim’s most significant demonstration of agency comes in the film’s final
scenes. Even though the king and the duke have sold Jim back into slavery and have
been abusive to him, Jim makes a split-second decision when he sees the two men—
tarred and feathered—swimming toward the raft as a mob chases them.

The camera closes in on Jim’s eyes. Then, still shackled, with his ankles bleeding,
Jim decides to save their lives by steering the raft toward them and letting them get
on board once again. The moral turpitude of the king is underlined when, after Jim has
saved his life, the disgusting-looking, tarred and feathered man has the gall to still
demand that Jim address him with deference, insisting that he rise when talking to the
“king of France””!

In Soviet culture, as Goncharova observes,

Jim’s decision to extend his hand to his oppressors would
indicate his moral superiority, and, with it, the superiority
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of the oppressed races. Indeed, since the King and Duke
have previously been established onscreen as metaphors
for everything that is wrong with contemporary America,
their pitiful state at the end of the film—tarred-and-
feathered, kneeling by Huck and Jim’s feet—indicates the
deficiencies of the American way of life. In contrast, Huck
and Jim are shown to stand by each other as equals ...
representing the Soviets’ anti-racist image. **

The courage with which Jim stands up to the king when he is about to hit Huck for
having tried to elude the two conmen is striking. Goncharova tells us that Imokuede
openly confronts the king, saying, “‘He TpoHbTe ManbumwKy’ [Don’t you touch the
boy]. This defiance on the part of the slave causes the still panting King to stop dead
in his tracks.” In outraged disbelief, the king spots an ax nearby, reaches for it, and
lunges at Jim with a dire threat: ““Y6bto0! Pa6! [I’ll kill you! Slave!]” But Huck quickly
jumps in front of Jim screaming at the top of his lungs, “‘He ybusaiite ero! 310 moi
Herp!’ [Don’t kill him! This is my Negro!]”

“Although Huck’s speech evokes the mentality of white masters,” Goncharova
writes, by this point the viewer knows “that Huck’s appropriation of racist discourse is
just a performance, a tactic, showcasing his code-switching skills.” **

In the film’s final scene, Huck tells Jim that he will bend over backward to help
him be a free man. Jim smiles broadly. Although Jim is not free yet at the end of the
film, and although he and Huck may be floating down the river, “hopelessly lost” on a
raft with two scoundrels, he knows he has a true friend and ally. Their bond is strong,
and it gives Jim optimism and strength.

By making Hopelessly Lost the Soviet nominee for best picture at Cannes, jump-
ing it ahead of a film that had been championed earlier, the Soviets wanted to demon-
strate that they could make a film that was faithful to the spirit of this great American
novel while also being an impressive achievement in Soviet filmmaking.

They also wanted to stake out their claim to Twain as a kindred spirit, someone
who spoke to Soviet ideals of proletarian egalitarianism and racial harmony.

Foreign students were not allowed to stay in the country after their terms of
study ended. But Imokuede was allowed to remain in Moscow for a year after gradu-
ation in order to make the film, returning home to Nigeria after it was completed.” The
first Nigerian to be featured in a film nominated for best picture at Cannes, Imokuede
must have been gratified when a street in Lagos was named in his honor.*®

Jim on the Danube: Serge Nubret (1968) and Jacky Ido (2012) Reflect Changing
German Attitudes Toward Race

When German production companies set out to film Huckleberry Finn, first in 1968 and
then again in 2012, the Danube served as the Mississippi, and the filming was done in
Romania. But as far as Jim is concerned, the two productions could not have been
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more different. In 1968, Serge Nubret’s Jim was a stereotypical, attentive servant; in
2012, Jacky Ido’s Jim was a fierce fighter who protected those he loved with combative
physical strength. The distance between these two portrayals reflects, in part, chang-
ing German attitudes toward race. The film from 1968 was directed by a man whose
career had thrived under the Nazis and who became adept, after the war, at remaking
Nazi films with their political content removed. On this occasion he eliminated virtually
all of the novel’s antiracist critique.”” Between 1968 and 2012, Germany witnessed from
afar the rise of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements, and the Black German
community engaged in its own fight against racism, while German youth had become
fascinated with Hip Hop and rap and the boldness and confidence they entailed.?® In
addition, the film from 2012 was made after Barack Obama was elected president.*
Serge Nubret may have been directed to play Jim as an acquiescent house servant in
1968, but once he got on the river with Huck, it would have been hard for any director
to hide his strength and power: At the time he was cast in the film, Nubret held the
title of the “World’s Most Muscular Man.” Despite Nubret’s memorable physical
presence on the screen, it would be Jacky Ido, a French rapper-turned-actor, who in
2012 would finally give those who had longed for a truly assertive and aggressive Jim
what they had been hoping for, when he played Jimin the only film version of the novel
with a screenplay written by a writer of color.

Born in Anse-Bertrand, Guadeloupe, Serge Nubret had moved with his parents
to Paris when he was twelve, returning to Guadeloupe in 1958 to avoid being drafted
in the Algerian War, and it was there that he discovered bodybuilding, winning the title
of Mr. Guadeloupe, and two years later, the title of the “World’s Most Muscular Man.”
Nubret returned to Paris in the early 1960s and was cast in an Italian-West German spy
film and two Italian sword-and-sandal films—adventure films set in classical antiquity
that featured bodybuilders.*°

It is likely that it was his fourth film, released in 1964, that caught the eye of
German director Wolfgang Liebeneiner. Un gosse de la butte (also known as Rue des
cascades), directed by Maurice Delbez and based on the novel Alain et le negre by Ro-
bert Sabatier, was a love story involving a middle-aged white woman and a handsome
younger Black jazz musician. It was also a story about the relationship between the
musician and the woman’s ten-year-old son, Alain. This film, which views racism
through the eyes of a child and focuses on a friendship between a Black man and a
white boy, may well have served as Nubret’s audition for the role of Jim.'

The four-part miniseries featuring Nubret that aired on German television on
consecutive Sundays in early 1968—called Tom Sawyers und Huckleberry Finns Aben-
teuer—denuded the story of its social critique and ignored the issue of racism almost
entirely.

It turns out that removing social and political content was a familiar project for
Liebeneiner. Although he had been a successful director of melodramatic fare under
the Nazis, after the war he remade a number of films of the Nazi era that depoliticized
the originals.”> He was on familiar ground, then, eliminating virtually all of Twain’s
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social criticism from the story. At the start of Episode 4, the episode in which Jim
figures prominently, Jim is a coachman who works for Miss Watson and the Widow
Douglas, driving Huck to school in a carriage, waiting on table at home, and acting as
Huck’s valet. We don’t learn that he is a slave, in fact, until Huck meets him on Jackson’s
Island, when he admits that he has run off because Miss Watson planned to sell him.
He tells Huck he wants to get to a free state, work, and buy his family, and the two set
off down the Danube together. The series had a rather disconcerting habit of taking a
memorable exchange between Jim and Huck in the novel—such as the conversation
about where stars come from—and turning it into a highly improbable conversation
between Huck and Pap.

But whatever else one might say about this sloppily constructed mash-up of
Twain’s Mississippi writings, Nubret’s Jim is the best-dressed Jim ever to appear on
screen. Also the least dressed. When we first see him, costume designer Jacqueline
Guyot has dressed him in vermillion coachman’s livery with velvet trim and a top hat.
When he is giving Huck a thorough scrubbing, he is wearing a dramatically patterned
gold satin vest. In the next scene—in which he is whisking dust off Huck’s shoulders—
he is wearing an elegant silver and gray vest with a cravat. However, from the moment
he and Huck meet on Jackson’s Island, Jim is bare-chested, wearing only a red scarf
and khaki-colored pants—a state of undress that does full justice to his stunning
physique, which dominates the screen during much of the final section of the series.

The inoffensive and pedestrian broadcast got good reviews from Germany’s
weekly television magazine and received the Perla Television Prize in Milan. Frustrat-
ingly mediocre as it was, it was so successful that it was rebroadcast on German TV
“just a year later due to high demand, which was unusual at the time.”>*

Fast forward to German director Hermine Huntgeburth’s very different adap-
tation, Die Abenteuer des Huck Finn (2012), with a screenplay by Sascha Arango.>®> When
she wanted to find an actor who could portray Jim as powerful and assertive, she
immediately thought of her favorite Masai warrior. Huntgeburth had cast Jacky Ido in
a film she directed in 2005, Die Weisse Massai (The White Masai), in which a Swiss
woman who goes to Kenya on vacation falls in love with a Masai warrior played by
Ido.3® Although the film in which Ido plays Jim was produced for a young audience, the
brutality of slavery is front and center. The violence inflicted on slaves is presented in
all its harshness. At one point Huck is shocked to see the stripes on Jim’s back: “They
did this to you?”” he asks incredulously. And the anguish of family separations under
slavery is also presented clearly. In an early scene set on the St. Petersburg docks, Ido’s
Jim, a house servant in the home of the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson who has
come to the docks to hunt for Huck, watches some slave traders unloading a coffle of
captives for auction.

He spots his wife with their child in her arms among those about to be auc-
tioned off. He screams her name, and she screams “Jim!” as she tries to escape the
men who restrain her. Ido pushes through the crowd, shouting at her in an African
language. As the slave traders try to keep him from his family, he picks up a ten-foot



Journal of Transnational American Studies 16.1 (2025) 207

log from the dock in a rush of adrenalin and swings it at them, temporarily knocking
them out. He fights ferociously but is outnumbered. The slave traders are outraged,
but when Huck shows up and announces that Jim is his, they back off. Later in the film,
even though his hands are chained, Jim will prevent Pap from recapturing Huck by
throwing his full body weight against him, knocking him to the ground.

On those occasions when he is not aggressively trying to protect people he
loves, Ido’s Jim is surprisingly elegant: He eats his dinner in his room at a little table set
with a crystal wine glass, a linen napkin, and a bottle of wine; indeed, he takes those
items when he runs off and uses them when he’s camped out on Jackson’s Island.
These accoutrements are a bit jarring, but perhaps their function was to show Jim as
“civilized” to offset his violent outburst at the docks and prevent him from being
associated with a different stereotype, that of the savage Black beast.

“Mark Twain is one of my heroes,” Ido once told an interviewer. | love
everything he did.”*” Ido, who was born in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, first made his
mark as a rapper, slam poet, and musician in France, where he lives: Under the
pseudonym John Pucc’Chocolat, he appeared on French slam poet Grand Corps
Malade’s best-selling album Midi 20 (2006) and played a sold-out stadium tour through-
out France. As an actor, before performing as Jim, he was best known for having
played the projectionist Marcel in Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds and the
heartthrob lead in Die Weisse Massai. He also played an uncredited role in Tarantino’s
Django Unchained the same year he appeared in this German adaptation of Huckleberry
Finn.3®

Throughout the film, Ido’s Jim is self-assured, confident, smart, and blunt: “I’'m
not being a slave any more. I’m an American like you,” he asserts on Jackson’s Island.
When Huck and Jim are playing poker, Jim beats Huck’s full house with his royal flush.
It is Jim who plays a practical joke on Huck rather than the other way around: he
pretends he doesn’t know how to swim, lets Huck “teach” him, and then pretends to
drown.

Jim is clear about his goals. When he tells Huck he plans to steal his children if
the master won’t sell them and Huck says that would be breaking the law, Jim res-
ponds, “White man’s law.”

After a deus ex machina ending that brings Twain himself into the story, a voice-
over narrator tells us that Jim got to a free state, found work, and eventually bought
his wife and son their freedom.

Reviewers singled out Ido’s performance for praise. Reviewers also made clear
that the central theme of the film was slavery, a challenging topic that the filmmakers
were credited with having addressed with sensitivity, helping to teach children impor-
tant values.? The irony that is so central to the original is completely missing here: Jim
is a hero of Twain’ s novel in part because of, not despite, the fact that he is illiterate,
constrained in word and action, and deeply aware of the precarity of his position. One
can view Jacky Ido’s confident, literate, and powerful Jim as perhaps the Jim that many
critics of Twain’s novel longed for and implicitly demanded.
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