
Nat Turner / John Brown film outline
working title: John Brown’s Body

by James K. Lambert

October 16, 1859 - Night
• John Brown leads his eldest sons and both white and black followers 

into Harpers Ferry, Virginia, capturing key locations, cutting the 
telegraph wires, and taking hostages; including Colonel Lewis 
Washington, great-grandnephew of George Washington.

• Their goal is to free every slave in the South and overthrow the entire 
system.

• Hayward Shepherd, a free black man and baggage handler at the train 
station confronts Brown’s men and one of them shoots Shepherd dead. 
They stand in shock and confusion that their first victim is a black man 
as the train leaves the station and the conductor is able to get word to 
Washington D.C. about what is happening in the town.

Opening Credits

August 21, 1831 - Day
• A plantain in Southampton County, Virginia. A solar eclipse turns the 

sun bluish-green. Nat Turner and his fellow slaves see this. Nat 
reminds them of the lunar eclipse they saw six months earlier, as if a 
black hand were blotting out the moon. He says the sun’s 
disappearance is the final sign that his destiny is at hand.

• Nat leads his small band of trusted friends against their masters and 
kills the whites he can get his hands on.

November, 1859
• John Brown on trail for his crimes. The court is called into session and 

the charges read out.

November, 1831
• Nat Turner on trial for his crimes. The court is called into session and 

the charges read out.
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November, 1859
• The story of John Brown’s raid is told in flashbacks, from his POV and 

the POV of others, including Colonel Robert E. Lee, who ended the 
siege and took Brown into custody.

November, 1831
• The story of Nat Turner’s rebellion is told in flashbacks, from his POV 

and the POV of others, including a local farmer, Benjamin Phipps, who 
captured Turner hiding in a hole covered with fence rails, months after 
the failed uprising was stopped.

NOTE: To be clear, we are jumping between the two trials and the 
flashbacks of these two aborted attempts to end slavery. When we are not 
in a courtroom we are at a jail cell with a lawyer named Thomas Ruffin 
Gray talking to Turner or Senator James Mason, of Virginia, talking to 
Brown. 

Through court testimony and jailhouse conversations we learn:
• What both men hoped to accomplish.
• How they justified their violence.
• How they saw themselves as called into service by God.
• The extreme level of violence they were capable of; for Turner this 

came during his two-day rampage, for Brown it was back in “Bloody 
Kansas” where he fought to stop slavery from coming into the territory.

• The way many others viewed these men at the time, as crazy 
monsters, will also be touched on.

• The fact that Fredrick Douglass was invited by Brown to join him but 
could not be pursued that violence was the answer.

Both men are sentence to death by hanging and hung in a crosscut 
sequence.

• Brown will give his famous line as a final statement, “I, John Brown, am 
now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land: will never be 
purged away; but with Blood. I had as I now think: vainly flattered 
myself that without very much bloodshed; it might be done.”

• One of the men in the crowd watching Brown die has a brief exchange 
with the man next to him about preserving the Southern way of life and 
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how it might be time for the South to leave the Union. The man doing 
the talking introduces himself as John Wilkes Booth.

• Brown’s body is cut down.
• Title Card: 

John Brown’s remains were returned to North Elba, New York, to be 
buried on the family farm where his wife and younger children still 
lived. Today it is a historically preserved site and the song, “John 
Brown’s Body,” is remembered as a battle cry against injustice.

• Turner’s body is cut down and thrown to the mob, who rip it apart and 
cut off his head. As we see this, we hear a preacher describing what 
happened to Turner. The preacher laments the fact that Turner was 
denied a Christian burial; as if he were an animal. 

• We see the preacher in his small church saying, “One man even kept 
the head as a souvenir.” We then see the congregation, including a 
young John Brown who stands up and commits himself, before God 
and these witnesses, to give his life in the service of ending slavery. 

• Title Card, with still image for each character:
• Thomas Ruffin Gray published The Confessions of Nat Turner, 

based on their jailhouse conversations. It is the primary record of 
Turner’s Rebellion.

• Senator James Mason lead the Senate committee that investigated 
John Brown’s Raid on Harper's Ferry and published the official 
report on, The Harper's Ferry Invasion. He was expelled from the 
Senate in 1861 for supporting the Confederacy and briefly 
imprisoned in the North before serving as the Confederate 
representative to Great Brittan.

• Robert E. Lee was offered command of the Union Army by the newly 
elected President Abraham Lincoln, whose moderately anti-slavery 
positions were too much for the Southern States to accept. Lee 
declined in favor of serving, “his country,” Virginia.

• John Wilkes Booth continued to pursue his acting career in the 
shadow of his more famous brother, rather than taking up arms for 
the Confederacy. When defeat of the Rebel Cause became 
inevitable, Booth made a dramatic effort to throw the North into 
chaos by shooting the President and getting two of his friends to kill 
the Vice President and the Secretary of State. Both of his friends 
failed in their missions.
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• Frederick Douglass fled to England for a time, after being implicated 
in John Brown’s plan, but returned to support the Union fight and the 
fulfillment of the Abolitionist dream. He was a vocal critic of 
President Lincoln until the assassination. He later marveled at how 
much Lincoln had actually accomplished, under the circumstances 
he had to work with. 

• Sadly, the Abolitionist dream was only partially completed through 
the sacrifice of more than 600,000 men in the Civil War, and it would 
take another hundred years before all the legal barriers to equality 
were removed. Longer still for the dreams of Nat Turner and John 
Brown to become a reality.

Play “John Brown’s Body” with the closing credits.
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