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That Little Jackdaw: Adaptation as Reparation
Mel Brown

‘The Jackdaw of Rheims’ is the tale of a jackdaw who attends a grand banquet, steals the Cardinal’s
precious ring, is cursed for his sins but is eventually absolved and sainted. The poem is part of ‘The
Ingoldsby Legends’, written by Thomas Ingoldsby of Tappington Manor. However, not all is what it
seems since they were actually written by clergyman Richard Harris Barham and first published in
1837, so even the so-called ‘original’ works were in fact parody and pastiche of medieval prose, myth
and folklore.

Drawn to this tale of theft and redemption, artists, illustrators and composers have adapted the
poem ever since and This Little Jackdaw (published by Pylon Press in 2019) is my own interpretation
where the imagery is stripped back, with no reference to the Cardinal, his guests or the lavish display
of the banquet. Instead, this is the Jackdaw’s tale, and his alone. The use of marks, smudges and
flourishes threaded throughout the book in one moment simply suggest a place to perch and in
another become the violent and excessive curse delivered by the cardinal, thus distilling the narrative
right back to its most basic “representative scenes, moments, and elements.” (Newell 2017:64)

Through a recent exhibition at Plymouth College of Art | explored my process of working on the
project, from first encounters with the poem as a child (through Antony Hedges’ choral adaptation in
the early 1980s) through to the final building of the Jackdaw’s nest. The exhibition included initial
drawings, early drafts of the book and also on display were prints from the Ernest M. Jessop
illustrated edition from 1883.

In Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon talks of adaptation as ‘an oscillation between a past image
and a present one’ (Hutcheon 2013:172) and the responsibility placed on adaptors to make the
“substitute experience” as good as, although different from, the original one (Hutcheon 2013:120)

| want to explore these ideas further to understand the layering of parody and adaptation on
adaptation, intertwined with personal memory and present experience. The circumstances of my
recalling of the poem during a long period of recuperation after surgery in 2017 are vital to my own
process of interpretation. The Jackdaw’s fate becomes my own: a broken bird (my pre-op/post-op
self) has a curse lifted (cancer removed and a scar healed).

That Little Jackdaw may well be my love letter to the NHS, however this adaptation can stand alone,
my background narrative becoming unrelated to its reception. A text is illustrated, pages are printed
and bound, and there you have it, here is a book. Audience, it’s over to you.

Since me-educator and me-image-maker are one and the same, what interests me now as this
project draws to a close, is developing undergraduate assignments that encourage our students to
understand the complex layering of adaptations at play in their own illustrations, to explore how
“stories evolve and mutate to fit new times and different places.” (Hutcheon 2013:176)
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That Little Jackdaw, Mel Brown 2019, mixed media exhibition at Plymouth College of Art (Photography by Sarah Packer)

Mel Brown MA
Senior Lecturer & Assistant Head of School (School of Design + Communication), Plymouth College of Art

With a BA (Hons) Graphic Design and MA Visual Culture, | have been teaching both theory and practice for
twenty years. As the former Programme leader for BA (Hons) lllustration at Plymouth College of Art, and now
as Assistant Head of School, | am fortunate to work alongside the next generation of image-makers and visual
communicators.

Current research interests explore play and the role of curiosity in creative learning and the potential for
gamification in HE. With colleagues at Plymouth College of Art | have been developing the idea of an
‘Illustration Pedagogy’ and more recently I've worked with fellow researchers to help them to communicate
their research visually.

As an image-maker | am obsessed with discarded books, abandoned photographs and seemingly random
pieces of ephemera, playfully transforming the use, meaning and interpretation of the things | find.
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An “announced retelling of an original text”
Bryant in Bruhn, J. et al (2013)

the action of repairing something
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The Jgpkdaw of Rheims

The Jackdaw of Rheims

The tale of a jackdaw
who attends a grand
banquet, steals the
Cardinal’s precious
ring, is cursed for his
sins but is ultimately
absolved and sainted.

The Jackdaw of Rheims
< < composition by Anthony Hedges, 1980
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The Jackdaw of Rheims is the most famous of the poems & stories
published in The Ingoldsby Legends written by Thomas Ingoldsby of
Tappington Manor.
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The Jackdaw of Rheims is the most famous of the poems & stories

published in The Ingoldsby Legends written by Thomas Ingoldsby of
Tappington Manor.

However, not all is what it seems since they were actually written by
19th Century clergyman Richard Harris Barham and first published in vy
1837. '

Even the so-called ‘original’ works were in fact parody and pastiche of
medieval prose, myth and folklore.
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Drawn to this tale of theft and redemption, artists, illustrators and composers have adapted the poem ever since

we

JACKDAW OF RHEIMS

LUGEND

RICHARD BARHAM

WILLIAM H/SPEER

Briton Riviére (1868), Unknown (1870), Lucius Rossi (1870), Ernest Maurice Jessop (1884), William Speer (1896), Frank Hyde (1898)

1837 1868 to 1898 1980-ish 2017



Arthur Rackham (1898), Royal Doulton (1906-1930), Hubert Bath (19097?), Charles Folkard (1914), George Wharton (1919), GHS (1929)

1837 1868 to 1898 1898 to 1929 1980-ish 2017



“That so many different gateways exist for a give work illuminates the range of interpretative
lenses through which a work can be read” (Newell in Leitch 2017)

“Multiple versions exist laterally,
not vertically” (Hutcheon 2013: xv)

“Earlier adaptations may, in fact, be just as important as contexts
for some adaptations as any original” (Hutcheon 2013: xv)

-+

1837 1868 to 1898 1898 to 1929 1980-ish 2017



1837 1868 to 1898 1898 to 1929 1980-ish 2017



This Little Jackdaw (published by Pylon Press in 2019) is my own interpretation - the
imagery is stripped back, with no reference to the Cardinal, his guests or the lavish
display of the banquet. Instead, this is the Jackdaw’s tale, and his alone.

1837 1868 to 1898 1898 to 1929 1980-ish 2017 to 2019



The use of marks, smudges and flourishes threaded throughout the book in one
moment simply suggest a place to perch and in another become the violent and
excessive curse delivered by the cardinal, thus distilling the narrative right back

to its most basic “representative scenes, moments, and elements.”
(Newell 2017:64)
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An “announced retelling of an original text”
Bryant in Bruhn, J. et al (2013)

the action of repairing something

Adaptation as Reparation
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‘Catalyst’

adaptation as “an oscillation between a past
image and a present one” (Hutcheon 2013:172)

This process has helped me to understand the layering of parody and adaptation on
adaptation, intertwined with personal memory and present experience.

The circumstances of my recalling of the poem during a long period of recuperation
after surgery in 2017 are vital to my own process of interpretation.

The story presented itself back to me — at a moment when it was necessary/needed
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The Jackdaw’s fate became my own: a broken

ThiS Wdas me bird (my pre-op/post-op self) had a curse lifted

(cancer removed and a scar healed).

That Little Jackdaw may well be my love letter to the NHS,
however this adaption can stand alone, my background
narrative becoming unrelated to its reception.

A text is illustrated, pages are printed and bound, and there
you have it, here is a book. Audience, it’s over to you.

This is my scar (the mark of all 48 of those staples that held me together)



Perhaps it is the very responsibility of telling the same story
in many different ways that provokes us to make the attempt
(Hutcheon 2004)

Prompt questions when adapting a text:

What is the history/legacy of this story?
®  Have you uncovered it’s origins?
®  What (cross disciplinary) adaptations have existed before?
®  Explore the present relevance of this story within culture/society

Since me-educator and me-image-maker are one and the same, what interests me now as my own project
draws to a close, is developing undergraduate assignments that encourage our students to understand the
complex layering of adaptations at play in their own illustrations, to explore how “stories evolve and mutate
to fit new times and different places.” (Hutcheon 2013: 176)



Perhaps it is the very responsibility of telling the same story
in many different ways that provokes us to make the attempt
(Hutcheon 2004)

Prompt questions when adapting a text:

What is the history/legacy of this story?
®  Have you uncovered it’s origins?
®  What (cross disciplinary) adaptations have existed before?

®  Explore the present relevance of this story within culture/society
What is your relationship to this story?

° When/Where/How have you encountered it before?

®  Consider your present connection to this story - what value or meaning
does it hold for you?

o Has your connection to this story evolved over time?

Since me-educator and me-image-maker are one and the same, what interests me now as my own project
draws to a close, is developing undergraduate assignments that encourage our students to understand the
complex layering of adaptations at play in their own illustrations, to explore how “stories evolve and mutate
to fit new times and different places.” (Hutcheon 2013: 176)
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