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12 questions about Twain, race, performance, A NOVEL
censorship, fatherhood - and the America ADAM N EI_SO N
between 1991 and now.

“Adam Nelson’s incisive, provocative, and robustly American
debut... honors the fathoms-deep American divisions that
Twain marked and urges us to look closer rather than away.”

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY BOOKLIFE - EDITOR’S PICK

ABOUT THE NOVEL

In 1991, twenty-two-year-old actor Axel Emerson joins a two-man children’s tour of Mark Twain’s The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn opposite Moses Morton, a fifty-five-year-old Black actor who has played
Jim thousands of times. Across school gymnasiums, motels, diners and highways, the argument inside
Twain’s book begins to merge with the argument outside it - about race, language, performance, guilt,
censorship and the stories America tells itself.
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QUESTIONS 1-6

THE ROAD BETWEEN THEM

Axel takes the tour because he wants to disappear. Moses has been on some version of the
same road for fifteen years. How do their radically different reasons for being there shape
everything between them?

Whose journey did you find yourself more invested in - and did that change?

Almost the entire novel unfolds inside the Chrysler or in the motels, gymnasiums and
restaurants along the route. What does that closed-in structure allow the novel to do?

Where did the confinement create intimacy, comedy or danger?

At Horace Mann Elementary, Moses applies brown makeup to his neck and wrists and adds
corn syrup for sweat. What does that daily ritual mean to Moses, to Axel watching him, and to
the reader?

Where else does someone put on - or take off - arole?

Near the end of the tour, Axel finds Moses’s battered red notebook: a ledger of every Huck
who came before him, going back to 1976. What does the ledger reveal that fifteen chapters of
driving together did not?

How does it alter the meaning of the tour you have already witnessed?

Why 1991? The novel unfolds amid Anita Hill, Rodney King, the Gulf War and the culture wars
- but also in an analog America of pay phones, maps and unanswered calls.

What could this story do in 1991 that it could not do in 2026?

At Maccone, the school has removed Huckleberry Finn from the library and curriculum and
cancels the performance. What is Huckleberry Jim arguing about the continuing fight over
Twain?

Ifyou had a child in that assembly, would you have wanted the performance to go forward?
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QUESTIONS 7-12

WHAT WE PERFORM

= [ =

Fatherhood haunts the novel: Axel runs from his estranged father’s death while Moses calls
home to a son who does not want to speak to him. How does fatherhood braid with race and
performance?

When, if ever, does either man become a father figure to the other?

Axel’s Jewishness complicates the racial binary he thinks he understands. How does the novel
position him both inside and outside American whiteness?

Where does Axel mistake marginality for understanding?

The book is often very funny: the Chrysler, Pancake Palace, the motel rooms, the insults, the
music arguments. What is the comedy doing?

When does laughter become relief, a weapon, a defense - or a trap?

In AFTERMATH, Moses invokes Shirley Chisholm, Bayard Rustin, Claudette Colvin, Jackie
Wilson, Stevie Wonder and Sister Rosetta Tharpe. Why does the scene need the force of a roll
call?

What does it demand of Axel that a quieter argument could not?

Near the end, Axel realizes that one of the words he thought he had been saying in the script
was not the word printed there. What does that revelation expose about expectation, memory
and prejudice?

What else in the novel has Axel been certain he saw correctly?

The title replaces Finn with Jim. After finishing the novel, what does that substitution mean
to you?
Whose story did you believe you were reading at the beginning - and whose story had you read by the end?

ONE LAST QUESTION

If your book club had been the school board deciding whether Axel and Moses

could perform Huckleberry Finn for your community in 1991, what would you
have decided - and would you make the same decision today?

© 2026 Workhouse Editions - This guide may be reproduced for book club, classroom and reading community use.



READ ALONGSIDE HUCKLEBERRY JIM

KEEP THE ARGUMENT GOING

MARK TWAIN PERCIVAL EVERETT
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn James (2024)
(1884) A radical recentering of Jim. Read beside Nelson for two

The source text - and the argument Huckleberry Jim walks ~ Very different conversations with Twain.

directly into.

PAUL BEATTY TONI MORRISON

The Sellout (2015) Playing in the Dark (1992)

Dark comedy as an instrument for exposing American An essential examination of whiteness and the
racial contradiction. construction of race in American literature.

ABOUT ADAM NELSON

Adam Nelson is a novelist, actor, filmmaker and professor at the
New Jersey Film Academy. Huckleberry Jim draws on his own
experience at twenty-two touring a two-man Huckleberry Finn to

schools across the Northeast in 1991. It is his debut novel.
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