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SAMUEL LANGHORNE CLEMENS was born on November 30, 1835, in Florida, Missouri, about forty miles southwest of Hannibal, the Mississippi River town Clemens was to celebrate as Mark Twain. In 1853 he left home, earning a living as an itinerant typesetter, and four years later became an apprentice pilot on the Mississippi, a career cut short by the outbreak of the Civil War. For five years, as a prospector and a journalist, Clemens lived in Nevada and California. In February 1863 he first used the pseudonym “Mark Twain” as the signature to a humorous travel letter; and a trip to Europe and the Holy Land in 1867 became the basis of his first major book, The Innocents Abroad (1869). Roughing It (1872), his account of experiences in the West, was followed by a satirical novel, The Gilded Age (1873), Sketches: New and Old (1875), The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), A Tramp Abroad (1880), The Prince and the Pauper (1882), Life on the Mississippi (1883), and his masterpiece, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885). Following the publication of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Twain was compelled by debts to move his family abroad. By 1900 he had completed a round-the-world lecture tour, and, his fortunes mended, he returned to America. He was as celebrated for his white suit and his mane of white hair as he was for his uncompromising stands against injustice and imperialism and for his invariably quoted comments on any subject under the sun. Samuel Clemens died on April 21, 1910.
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Introduction

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is one of those books everyone knows, even if everyone has not read it. This rare distinction, shared with the Bible, Don Quixote, and Hamlet, is also a handicap. Readers who pick up Mark Twain’s best-known novel do so carrying a considerable burden of foreknowledge, gained either from memories of an earlier, childhood reading or from sharing what can only be called a universal consciousness of what the book is all about. But what is the book all about? The latest scholarly reconstructions of its composition show that the author began writing the novel with one purpose and plot in mind, discarded that plot partway through, set the book aside for years, and at one point threatened to destroy the manuscript. This information is not very reassuring for critics who prefer tidy definitions, for it suggests that not even the author himself was very sure of what he was doing—or was attempting to do. His literary method stands in stark contrast to Henry James’s. Unlike James, Mark Twain kept no notebooks, save the most rudimentary kind, in which he set down sketchy ideas for plot situations. And these brief notations themselves reveal the author’s wavering purpose—at one point an elephant was to play a crucial part in the denouement of Huckleberry Finn.
One thing is certain: Huck’s adventures were intended as a sequel to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, and Tom figures importantly in the opening and closing chapters, but here again intention seems to have gone awry. The Tom Sawyer of the second book is a far different creature from the plucky, mischievous boy of the novel bearing his name, and the two books are also radically different, not only in terms of style and plot, but of intended audience. Where Tom Sawyer is clearly a children’s book, the sequel is not, although Mark Twain’s contradictory statements only obscure the issue. Surely it is a singular sequel, being not only no pale cloning of the original but a book which so far transcends the preceding work as to put it entirely in the shade. Ironically, it bears comparison in this regard to James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, which, though a sequel (in terms of composition and publication) to The Pioneers, far exceeded the fame of the earlier book. “Ironically,” because Mark Twain’s antipathy to Cooper and his works is well known, and also because his debt to Cooper (as we shall see) is not.
Mark Twain’s hilariously unfair essay, “Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses,” is a major critical document in the genesis of American literary realism. Alongside the devastating attack on Cooper’s defects of craft there is a consistent thread of insistence that characters and events in a novel should jibe with the facts of life as they are usually found: “Cooper is not a close observer, but he is interesting. He is certainly always that, no matter what happens. And he is more interesting when he is not noticing what he is about than when he is. This is a considerable merit.” Mark Twain, by contrast, was a close observer—or so we are led to assume—and his The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, we are often told, is a monument of literary realism, creative counterpart to his essay on Cooper. In America, realism flourished mostly in the form of short stories, with village settings, which were mostly written by New England ladies with three names, or in novels by William Dean Howells describing life in Boston and New York. Realism, like Classicism and Romanticism, is a word not easy to define without being put into context. Still, like Dr. Johnson, who refuted Bishop Berkeley’s theory that all matter was idea by kicking a stone, we can supply a brief and pragmatic definition: A realistic fiction is one that depicts life as it is led by people who are not much different from ourselves, who engage in activities and make decisions of a kind similar to our own. They are, even at this chronological distance, literary neighbors whom we recognize as pale projections of ourselves.
Literary realism was also a movement that placed heavy emphasis on materials drawn from the author’s own experiences, whether they were the intrigues of village life (as in the stories by Sarah Orne Jewett) or those of the professional world (as in Howells’s novels). No writer of the post—Civil War years better exemplifies this emphasis than does Mark Twain. His earliest books were not only based on, but were largely limited to, his own experience, being humorous accounts of his travels in the Far West (Roughing It) and the Near East (Innocents Abroad), travel books, which he continued to write throughout his career. His first attempt at long fiction, The Gilded Age (co-authored with Charles Dudley Warner) drew heavily on Mark Twain’s boyhood and his brief period as a newsman in Washington, D.C. His first published short stories were sketches drawing on his experiences in Nevada and California. Life on the Mississippi, in many ways a closer companion piece to Huckleberry Finn than Tom Sawyer, is half reminiscence and half travel book; perhaps more than any other of Mark Twain’s longer works (save his posthumous Autobiography), it serves to link the boy who grew up in Hannibal, Missouri, with the man who is best known for his two books about boys growing up in St. Petersburg, Missouri.
Even without the embellishments with which he characteristically endowed them, the facts of Sam Clemens’s youth are so colorful that they approximate art. The relative poverty of his childhood and the ambitious schemes of his father; Sam’s early years as a printer (which took him to New York City and Philadelphia); then his life as a river pilot, followed by the journey to Nevada with his brother, Orion; the years there and in California as a journalist; travels to Hawaii and the Old World; the romantic courtship of Olivia Langdon—all of these “observable” facts bear a close resemblance to literature. Clemens’s later years, his marriage, the decisive move to Hartford, Connecticut (where he built an “interesting” house, raised his three daughters, and wrote most of his best-known works), his literary friendships (and hatreds), his career as a publisher, terminated by bankruptcy because of unwise investments in a mechanical typesetter, the deaths of his favorite daughter, Susy, and his wife, Livy, personal tragedies followed by a philosophical descent into bitter nihilism—these materials for the most part were not converted into fiction, save indirectly, in terms of mood and motif.
It is the young Sam Clemens who is preserved in his best known (and most “beloved”) works, so much so that it is often difficult to remember where the real boy leaves off and the fictional creation begins. Both Huck and Tom are regarded as avatars of the young Sam Clemens, who lived in a world so far removed from our own (already far removed from the “modern” world of 1885) that we more often than not accept his fictional account of that world as “real,” as authentic as his marvelous way with character and dialogue is spellbinding. If Cooper is the “American Scott,” then Mark Twain surely is the American Dickens, for Boz likewise was able to convince his readers that his melodramatic version of London lowlife was terrifyingly real. Like Dickens, Mark Twain in his greatest fictions was able to convey the illusion not only of life but of authenticity, relying on both his creative powers and the facts of his childhood to certify the genuineness of event and character. Herman Melville, surely our greatest Romantic, likewise drew upon the facts of his life as a sailor to lend verisimilitude to Moby Dick and inspired a hard look at the “realism” of Huckleberry Finn. It might even be a worthwhile exercise to apply Mark Twain’s own realistic criteria—the Procrustean bed on which he trimmed away most of Cooper’s The Deerslayer, declaring the pitiful remainder “Art”—to Huckleberry Finn, but it is sufficient here merely to consider the basic situation of Mark Twain’s novel.
I imagine that if an enterprising sociologist were to be transported back to the Mississippi River of the late 1840s—the period in which this novel takes place—and were to travel up and down the river making a survey of all the passengers on flatboats, scows, keelboats, lumber rafts, and dugout canoes, the sociologist could travel for years without ever encountering an escaped slave in the company of a twelve-year-old poor white boy who is running away from a father who has already been murdered and whose body the slave and the boy have discovered floating downstream in a house torn loose from its moorings. That House of Death is Mark Twain’s House of Fiction, for if there ever was a plot torn loose from the foundations of real life, it is the plot of Huckleberry Finn. True, Huck is modeled after Tom Blankenship, a young river rat recalled from Sam Clemens’s Hannibal boyhood; Tom had an older brother, Benson, who actually brought food to an escaped slave who was hiding on an island in the Mississippi. But the true story is remarkable for its singularity, and the black man met a terrible fate by drowning, an ending that is grimly “realistic” and differs greatly from the conclusion of Huckleberry Finn.
As a team, Huck and Jim are as much a part of our popular culture as are the Smith Brothers, Trade and Mark, but they are about as “real” as Ishmael and Queequeg or Ahab and his white whale. We recognize that Moby Dick is a romance of the high gothic seas, and Melville has long since been forgiven the liberties he took with the facts of life on a whaling ship as he experienced them. But seldom, save by Leslie Fiedler, has the unlikeliness of the basic situation in Huckleberry Finn—hence the subsequent plot—been pointed out. Perhaps the most wonderful thing about this marvelous book is Mark Twain’s ability to convince, to lower us so gently into his fabulous fiction that we are up to our necks with Huck and Jim in the Mississippi before we realize it, and by then it is too late.
Huck and Jim, like so many of Dickens’s characters, are from the lower ranks of society. Few of the book’s readers in 1885 would have been personally familiar with the facts of life as lived by slaves and by the scions of poor white trash. For the most part, literary realists like Sarah Orne Jewett or Howells dealt with the lives of middle-class or genteel, poor people, whether they were country ministers, or farmers and their wives, or urban editors and businessmen and their wives. This is an important aspect of the “neighborliness” which I mentioned earlier. But beyond this class distinction that may be drawn between the realistic fiction of the 1880s and Huckleberry Finn there can be found common ground: perhaps “landscape” is the best word, if scenery can be given a moral dimension.
For the people created by writers like Jewett and Howells take part in actions that often turn on a moral dilemma: In Jewett’s “A White Heron,” a little girl named Sylvia must choose whether or not to reveal the nesting place of the eponymous bird to a young hunter on whom she has a crush; in Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham, the protagonist faces a number of crises involving moral choices, on which a possible rise or fall in fortune turn, while his two daughters must deal with the problem arising from the fact they are both in love with the same young man. Huck likewise must deal with the moral dilemma of Jim’s bondage, and his final decision to help his friend escape the Phelps farm is the high point in the book and one of the great moments in our literature. That is, like Jewett’s little Sylvia or Howells’s Silas, Huck is a personification of rural virtue who is forced to make a moral choice and makes the right one, a choice, moreover, that is solidly imbedded in the conventional middle-class morality shared (in 1885) by most of Mark Twain’s intended readers. Huck, ultimately, is “one of us,” is acceptable precisely because he does not act like poor white trash—say, like his father. But whence comes this guiding light? Neither heredity nor environment could have provided it.
First of all, the presence of moral choice does not determine whether or not a fiction is realistic or romantic. Moral choice is equally important to the historical romances of Cooper: Surely there is no more sterling exemplar of rural virtue in our literature than Natty Bumppo. Moreover, as the bonding kinship between Cooper’s Leatherstocking/Chingachgook and Mark Twain’s Huck/Jim should suggest, the springs of moral action in Huckleberry Finn may be traced all the way to upstate New York—and even farther east. For Huck, a natural child and a naive avatar of virtue, is the lineal descendant of that child of nature, Natty Bumppo. Yet, in Huck we find revived the fire of moral rectitude that is essential to Cooper’s philosophical woodsman—Leatherstocking redux.
Moreover, the frame of the novel containing Huck’s adventures, even to the chronological perspective, is a picaresque version of the historical romance as written by Cooper and by Cooper’s model, Sir Walter Scott, whom Mark Twain similarly professed to loathe. Like the hero of Waverley, the first of Scott’s romantic novels, Huck makes a voyage out into the world of wild pastoral—the archetypal American voyage according to Leo Marx—and faces a moral crux of divided loyalty, between dull but duly constituted authority and that which is attractive but outlawed. Both young heroes make right (though opposite) decisions, but only after a great deal of Hamletlike soliloquizing and temporizing. Huck, like the protagonists of many Scott novels, is a relatively weak and vacillating hero (he is, after all, a mere boy forced into taking on a role of adult responsibility), and shares with them a terror of being entrapped, whether by his viciously neglectful father, or by the benignly smothering ladies identified with “sivilization.” Like the plots strung out by Scott and Cooper, the story line in Huckleberry Finn is one of pursuit, capture, and escape, set not in the Scottish Highlands or in the American wilderness, but along the populated banks of the Mississippi. The pursuers are Rednecks, not Red Men (or Redcoats), but the action is similar to that which takes place in the terrain of Scott and Cooper.
Waverley was intended by Scott as a Bildungsroman, in imitation of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (Lehrjahre), for the hero undergoes a series of educational experiences that result in his final emergence as a mature young man. That Mark Twain’s book also resembles a Bildungsroman is not accidental, since the grandfather of “road” fiction is Don Quixote, an important influence on both Wilhelm Meister and Waverley, and a book which dictated the shape of Huckleberry Finn. William Dean Howells once wrote, in an introduction to an edition of Don Quixote, that if the Great American Novel were ever to be written, it would be an imitation of Cervantes’ classic. It is worth noting certain resemblances Huckleberry Finn has to Don Quixote. The book begins with Huck playing Sancho Panza to Tom’s Quixote, then changes as Huck (imitating Tom) becomes quixotic, Jim sanchismic, and then returns to the original relationship when Tom reappears. But what Mark Twain adds to the satiric machinery of the traditional quixotic picaresque narrative are the lowlife elements of the picaresque novel as written by Le Sage, Defoe, and Fielding (“picaro,” meaning “a rogue or rascal”). He also adds strong elements of both domestic comedy and melodrama, elements found in the book’s predecessor, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. To the influence of Scott and Cooper, as I have earlier suggested, we must add that of Dickens, whose Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and Great Expectations share much in common with Mark Twain’s books about boys.
Something of the same mixture may be found in the first of The Leatherstocking Tales, The Pioneers (1823); this book, like Mark Twain’s two boys’ books, is a partially autobiographic look back at a simpler, but not necessarily better, time. What is “realistic” in all three novels stems from the domestic element—life as it is lived in Templeton (Cooperstown) and St. Petersburg (Hannibal); what is “romantic” stems from the melodramatic element—adventures in the forest, on the water, in caves. Whereas, in Huckleberry Finn, Tom’s “adventures” are mostly spurious fictions invented by him, in Tom’s own Adventures they are quite real (if, once again, not realistic), from close brushes with death to finding actual treasure while searching for mythical booty. In Huck’s book, his adventures are real, being once again hair-breadth (and raising) escapes from death and disaster, and perhaps the most dangerous of all his adventures results from Tom Sawyer’s ridiculous, Dumas-inspired scheme for freeing Jim, a made-up “adventure” that is stopped by some very real bullets. Those bullets, like the stone kicked by Dr. Johnson in refuting Berkeley’s idealism, are the stuff by which romantic dreams are shattered yet the larger fantasy—two boys helping a slave escape—remains intact as the main stuff of the climax.
We can see, then, that Huckleberry Finn is a mingling of genres, none of which is maintained in its pure form. Overall, the book most resembles the picaresque narrative, not the Bildungsroman, for, though Huck’s experiences are rich enough to have been very educational, there has never been a character in fiction with a weaker memory: Huck is in more ways than one an exceptional child. Not only is his famous decision to buck conventional morality and go to hell rather than let his friend Jim be taken back into slavery a repetition of an earlier decision of the same sort, but, as soon as he once again falls under the influence of Tom Sawyer, Huck forgets all that he has learned, and assists in making a fool out of his noble friend. Certainly, if this were truly a realistic fiction, Huck, like Silas Lapham, would have a longer memory. Silas, in his middle age, is still paying off a debt of guilt incurred while a young officer in the Civil War, whereas Huck blithely sheds any complex memories of his debt to Jim with the ease that the fabulous Negro is blown to kingdom come in Huck’s lie (as Tom Sawyer) to Aunt Sally as he enters the world of the Phelpses’ farm.
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is as art mostly improvisation, operating under no law save that of the creator’s rich and fertile, if often errant, imagination, which, like the mighty Mississippi, meanders about like a careless giant, tearing off whole farms at a stroke to replace them farther on down—much as the Arkansaw farm where Huck ends his journey is taken by Mark Twain from the Missouri farm of his maternal uncle, John Quarles. Huck’s voyage begins at flood time, the river becoming a cornucopia of flotsam that provides all the necessities for the trip, including the trash-laden and foreboding House of Death. Mark Twain’s own imagination was a flood stage also, a rich flow of recollections, in part accelerated by his personal return to the Mississippi in 1882. The trip was taken in order to gather experience and materials for Life on the Mississippi, published a year later, but the secondary result was to shake loose the creative log jam that had kept the manuscript of Huckleberry Finn pigeonholed; the two books are like Siamese twins who share a number of vital organs, the most important being the heart of the man who called himself Mark Twain.
Life on the Mississippi is a tour de force of improvisation, a portfolio of anecdotes, reminiscences, and much miscellaneous matter held together by the voyage down to New Orleans and back aboard a succession of steamboats. Mark Twain once compared his literary art to a board with holes into which he could stick whatever pegs came to hand, and though he was referring chiefly to his lecturing technique, his travel books were a natural extension of his lectures, and much of the board that is Life on the Mississippi is mostly pegs. Likewise, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, as a first-person, picaresque narrative, may be seen as a natural extension of his travel books, yet it lacks their often egregious padding, for fiction, even at its most improvised, has laws operating that are much more stringent than those of nonfiction. When invention flags, you cannot merely hire a hack and send him out to bring back another load of facts or quotations.
Life on the Mississippi is pieced out like a crazy quilt with borrowings from other books, but not so Huckleberry Finn, whose chief literary offense is an easy way with circumstance, convenient “chance” occurrences that betray the book’s improvisational quality. Lumber rafts, canoes, and interesting characters drift into view at opportune moments, and the instance of Tom Sawyer reappearing in Arkansaw has the likelihood of an encounter with a British man-of-war on the Mississippi. Still, such coincidences are the stuff of which marvelous fictions are made: Shakespeare’s plots turn on hinges no less squeaky, and in Dickens’s novels, similarly, chance meetings and suddenly revealed connections are essential to the fabulous world that lies beneath the thin appearance of “reality.” Both Mark Twain and Boz are in essence melodramatists, irradiating the lowlife of London and the Mississippi River with the magic of romance. So Oliver Twist is transformed from a battered orphan boy to a wealthy and beloved child, and so Tom Sawyer turns up where you least expect him.
Huckleberry Finn has much in it that pleases, but, like the naughty boy, it can also tease us to distraction. First banned from libraries for its “coarseness,” later attacked by blacks for its use of the derogatory word, “nigger,” apologized for by William Dean Howells for its terminal descent into literary burlesque, and attacked by Van Wyck Brooks and subsequent critics for other literary crimes, Huckleberry Finn has somehow managed to survive, like the hero himself, skinning out a window to drop into the hands of some delighted reader. Because, as Lionel Trilling long ago observed, Huckleberry Finn is a singular, even transcendent, instance of a children’s book whose hero grows up with us as we mature, while the hero of Tom Sawyer remains forever among the other little men and women who populate most children’s literature, even as he appears in Huckleberry Finn, a terminal child.
When we read the book as children, it is with a simple acquiescence to the terms of the fable, carried along by the sure promise of more adventures ahead, but as we grow older, and begin to detect the literary compromises, what endures beyond questioning is not the story so much as the style. It is Huck’s voice which lends life to what he sees, and it is through Huck that the great river flows, a landscape which may often be the world of Nature, but which is even more often a sequence of scenes defined by the human presence—a literary approximation of the kind of painting we call genre—the most humane of which is the ever-present narrating voice. To understand Mark Twain’s accomplishment, it is only necessary to consult his later attempts to use that voice, as in Tom Sawyer Abroad (1894). The words are there but the spirit has fled. The essential aliveness of Huckleberry Finn is all the more remarkable when we return to the fact that the book was conceived as a sequel.
True, the “sequel” parts are the worst, being those in which Huck’s “comrade” Tom Sawyer appears, no longer an admirable, even heroic, little mischief-maker but a parsing prig who makes us sigh for the return of Sid. And it is as “Sid” that he operates in the last third of the book, the Good Bad Boy transformed into the Bad Good Boy with nearly disastrous consequences. It is only when Huck sets out downstream with Jim that we realize we are in the care of genius undefiled, and though we can recognize situations recycled from Tom Sawyer, the result is not mere repetition but elevation. Thus the “haunted house” episode in the first book becomes the “House of Death” in the second, Huck’s overhearing Injun Joe’s plot against the Widow Douglas becomes his terrified witness of the two thieves’ intended murder aboard the Walter Scott, and, most important, Tom’s “blessed lie” to Aunt Polly about his prophetic dream becomes the “trash” which Jim makes of Huck’s similar attempt to play a joke on his friend. Whatever it may not be as literature, the central section of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is very much alive with situation and character.
In that universal consciousness I mentioned earlier, we tend to think of Huckleberry Finn as a river book, but by page count only a third of the action involves the downriver voyage, and much of that is taken up by episodes ashore. The division between the idyllic life on the raft and the violent, vicious life along the river’s banks has often been noted, but it should be emphasized here that the second far outweighs the first in terms of proportion. There are good reasons for this: Life on the raft, Huck along with Jim, may be idyllic, but idylls like idleness can become boring, both for the idlers and for readers. No more exquisite poetry has been written than Milton’s description of the life led by Adam and Eve in their garden, but the action becomes interesting only after Satan shows up. In Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain soon enough exhausted the fictional possibilities of life in a sleepy Missouri river town and had to resort to a gothic scene of graverobbing and murder, introducing what becomes a main line of the subsequent plot. Likewise, the most idyllic section of Huckleberry Finn ends when the Duke and Dauphin clamber aboard the raft, thereby introducing the liveliest and most comical section of the book, while at the same time destroying forever the sanctuary aspect of Huck and Jim’s floating home, which thenceforth is a den of thieves. Up to that point, the “evil” of life lived on the banks of the great river accentuates the “good” of life on the raft, but afterward no clear distinction can be made.
Yet who would ask that the Duke and Dauphin be sacrificed? When excerpts from Huckleberry Finn were published in Century magazine prior to the book’s publication (having first been “cleaned up” for his genteel readers by the editor, Richard Watson Gilder, the aptly named arbiter of taste for the Gilded Age), the episodes chosen were the Shepherdson-Grangerford Feud, the “Sollermun” dialogue between Huck and Jim, and some of the Duke-and-Dauphin hijinks, a selection emphasizing violence (despite Gilder’s puttering), sublimated sexuality (Solomon’s many wives and children), and vice. Howells’s Silas Lapham and Henry James’s The Bostonians were being serialized in Century during this same period, and it is worth noting that where the other two writers allowed their novels to appear in their entirety, Mark Twain merely took advantage of advance publication to whet his readers’ appetities for the full version. Thus Huck is to hucksterism close allied, for Mark Twain, like the rascally Duke, knew what it would take to “fetch” a wide audience—in Arkansaw and elsewhere—and it was not the loving friendship between Huck and Jim as they drift lazily down the Mississippi River.
Furthermore, as a river book Huckleberry Finn is anomalous, even in terms of its contemporary setting. By 1845, life adrift on the Mississippi, whether by raft, flatboat, or keelboat, had long since been bypassed by steam-powered transportation, which, after 1812, increasingly became a symbol of commerce on western waters. By midcentury, the literary mind and the popular imagination, as reflected in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the lithographs of Currier and Ives, saw steamboats as the dominant symbol of Mississippi River life, yet few appear in Huckleberry Finn. The novel’s counterpart, Life on the Mississippi, corrects the deficiency, yet, as a picture of life on the great river circa 1840–50, Huckleberry Finn is curiously incomplete. True, the anomaly enhances the pastoral qualities of life on the raft, for had Huck’s master plan worked out, had he and Jim indeed boarded a northbound steamboat at Cairo, the novel would have been a much different book. Yet the general effect is to place the action in an earlier time, when, in Huck’s words, “it amounted to something being a raftsman.”
Except for the boat that nearly runs them down and an occasional distant glimpse of sparks shot from the stacks of a passing packet, boats under steam power are generally absent from Huck’s river. Contemporary accounts and illustrations from the 1840s testify to the crowded, highwaylike condition of the Mississippi. Some hints as to the reason behind this omission may be found in the Walter Scott, the only steamboat which Huck and Jim actually board, for as the name of the vessel might suggest, this is a complex, even symbolic, setting. A list of western steamboats compiled by James Hall in the mid-1830s includes a Walter Scott and a Waverley, for steamboats on the Mississippi often had literary names. But the boat’s name also evokes, as its deteriorating condition mocks, the southern penchant for chivalry, reminding us that Mark Twain blamed the Civil War on the vogue for Scott’s romances below the Mason-Dixon Line.
Yet if the episode supplies Huck with the little library from which he reads to Jim about “kings and such,” permitting a sly dig at Scott’s chivalric matter, what happens aboard the Walter Scott is very much in the Scott and Cooper vein. As a wreck the boat is equivalent to a ruin, and it is here that the most gothic episode in the novel takes place, one which provides Huck with a violent demonstration of the difference between literary and real-life adventures (the Quixote theme), yet one which also powerfully resembles those moments of sheer horror that Scott and Cooper worked into their romances. The scheme of the two thieves, to leave their companion bound and doomed to drown when the boat breaks up, is foiled when Huck and Jim steal their skiff, leaving them to share the fate they planned for the other man, a cruel irony equal to anything found in Cooper or Scott. This is “Steamboat Gothic” with a literary vengeance, yet it also provides a clue as to why so few steamboats appear in Huckleberry Finn. In Life on the Mississippi, Mark Twain points out how the steamboat has been displaced by the locomotive as a symbol of “modern” technology, but even as late as 1885 the paddlewheel steamer was not in keeping with the book’s romantic spirit, unless it appears as a fire-breathing dragon or an American version of a ruined castle.
The Duke and the Dauphin, who first appear as a delicious pair of rogues, escapees from the Davy Crockett almanacs of the 1840s, likewise contribute to the gothic mood of the book. Milking a crowd by posing as evangelists or bilking a town with the outrageous “Royal Nonesuch” is one thing, but swindling the Wilks girls out of their paternity is another. In the last of their crimes, domesticity itself is invaded and figuratively raped by the two rascals, who commit the act most vile, breaking up slave families in order to sell them at the highest price—precisely the crime against humanity Jim is fleeing from, and which Harriet Beecher Stowe used to arouse the wives and mothers who were her intended readers. This terrible crime is interrupted by the appearance of the real relatives, but the episode ends with a truly gothic climax, as the crowd rushes to the graveyard, and, amid thunder and flashes of lightning, recovers the gold hidden in Peter Wilks’s coffin.
When Huck returns to the raft, he is pursued by the two villains, who shortly thereafter use the handbill they had printed as a protection for Jim in order to claim a percentage of the reward advertised, a trick much like that used by the notorious river pirate “Murel” (or “Murrell”), a criminal unmatched (according to Mark Twain’s account in Life on the Mississippi) for his “cruelty, brutality, heartlessness, treachery, and in general and comprehensive vileness and shamefulness.” James Murrell was a “slave stealer,” who, under the pretext of helping blacks escape, would sell them over and over, and finally murder them lest they testify against him. In Tom Sawyer, Murrell and his gang are linked to the treasure dug up in the haunted house by Injun Joe. By 1859 Murrell had become an avatar of the dark side of life along the Mississippi River, one whose evil shadow slowly envelops the Duke and Dauphin, one of the most skillful literary metamorphoses since that of Melville’s metaphysical Confidence-Man, who is also associated with the Mississippi and Murrell. The trick on Jim is their final and cruelest joke, no longer inspiring laughter, and one for which their tar-and-feathering seems too light, though the sight of the disgraced rascals inspires only pity in Huck.
The Murrell connection is not made explicit in Huckleberry Finn, but the slave-stealing episode serves to remind us once again that the story operates in an antebellum world, that is to say, within a specific historical context, while the hoaxes and swindles of the two crooks operate in a timeless zone, as does the violence with which the two swindlers are treated by their victims. The Duke and Dauphin lead a life of elaborate pranks and practical jokes, not, however, for fun, but for profit, a series of hoaxes different in degree but not in kind from those perpetrated by Tom Sawyer. Such pranks, as Mark Twain demonstrates at length, have no place in the world of Huck and Jim, for the severest strain is put on the relationship when Huck plays practical jokes on his friend.
Tom Sawyer’s reappearance may be coincidental beyond belief, but in terms of symbolic continuity it is appropriate, since he shows up virtually on the heels of the departing swindlers. The rascals’ scheme to “free” Jim proves to be a cruel hoax, and so is Tom Sawyer’s much more elaborate charade, which is dangerous in appearance only since he knows that Jim is already a free man. Nearly killed for his pains, Tom reveals the truth, and Jim then tells his own well-kept secret, that Pap Finn has been dead all along. Mark Twain thus resolves his plot difficulties with some curious sleights of hand, tricks that turn out to be not much different from Tom Sawyer’s own. All that has happened since Huck and Jim left Jackson’s Island—all the danger and, most important, all the heroic decisions—have really been for naught. Huck’s reason for fleeing down the river and his several resolves to buck conventional morality and help Jim escape are removed (literally) by the stroke of a pen. All the difficulties prove to be not much different from those rigged by Tom in his little scenario, and Tom’s final revelation is Mark Twain’s revelation also. It has all been a dangerous game, much as if the voyage had been taken on board the wrecked Walter Scott—which in a sense it has.
For we now can see how complete both the conception and deception have been: The scales drop from our eyes like the cataracts from the eyes of a hero at the end of a Waverley novel. Tom’s world of imaginary adventures has given way to “real” adventures which now can be seen to be as spurious as the ones Tom makes up so as to continue the needless rigmarole, prolonging the familiar Scott-Cooper pattern of pursuit-capture-escape. In terms of craft, it would be difficult to think of a craftier plot, but that, too, is merely illusory. The hard facts of the written record are plain: What Mark Twain had in mind for his original plot was in effect a reprise of Tom Sawyer, involving a trial for murder in which Huck would show up in time to reprieve the innocent accused (Jim, in this case, standing in for Muff Potter). When it came to original plots, Mark Twain, like Doctor Robinson in Tom Sawyer, could generally be found lurking around the old gothic graveyard. He was much better, as he knew full well, at episodes—the pegboard school of composition—and so far as any grand design may be detected in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, it is, like the plot itself, mostly a matter of pure chance. Having abandoned his original story line, Mark Twain kept writing on and on, as Huck and Jim kept drifting further and further from where they needed to go. Dropping Tom Sawyer back into the action was merely an easy way out, not a sophisticated aria da capo finale but a deus ex machina. Yet the ending is of a piece with the beginning, as Leslie Fiedler and others have observed, a collapsing house of cards much like the gambling den in which Pap Finn’s body is found, not dissimilar from those built by Henry James, and, as James himself might say, “There you are!”
But where are we? To return to the question with which I began, what kind of book, finally, is The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn? Is it merely a joke on the reader? Obviously not. A lengthy burlesque of the Scott romance? Unlikely. For one thing, despite the fact that Huck’s decision to go to hell rather than let his friend be taken back into slavery is based on a false premise—several, by count—the decision itself is truly noble. For another, though by 1885 the issue of slavery—like Jim’s own bondage—was no longer relevant, Huck’s decision has less to do with slavery than with the fact of his friend’s blackness. What he has learned lies beyond the temporal condition of black people in 1850, but it has much to do with the relationship between whites and blacks ever since. Mark Twain’s concern with slavery in Huckleberry Finn may be compared with his outrage over feudalism in A Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, yet the later novel has been seen by Henry Nash Smith and others as an indictment of modern technology. If slavery was a dead issue in the centennial year 1876 (when Mark Twain began writing Huckleberry Finn) intolerance was not, and in the hands of lynch mobs often became a burning issue. Periodicals of the period were filled with accounts of Negro persecution in the reconstructed but unrepentant South, and inspired the satiric skills of artists as unlike as Thomas Nast and A. B. Frost. Persecution of blacks in the South was not officially sanctioned, yet it was often condoned, even encouraged by the same “society” that twenty-five years earlier had gone to war to preserve the peculiar institution. And it is, after all, Jim’s basic humanity that is the issue, not the fact that he is a slave, an issue that links abolition with the editorials and cartoons depicting racist violence in the South during the years of Reconstruction. In declaring himself against the laws of man Huck becomes an outlaw, but he is in truth an avatar of the higher laws of humanity, beyond the reach of society’s often unfair rules, his raft a dwelling reminiscent of Natty Bumppo’s cabin in Pioneers or the hut at Walden Pond, being a sanctuary of both sanity and sanctity.
Huck’s chief crime against society is really an act of opposition to a crime against humanity, and the panorama of violence and chicanery through which he passes is but a logical extension of the brutal and degenerate Deep South made popular by Harriet Beecher Stowe thirty-five years earlier. Mrs. Stowe was Sam Clemens’s neighbor in Hartford, and the conjunction is a symbolic one. For, though Sam Clemens was a reasonable facsimile, while in Connecticut, of a hospitable Southern gentleman, he was never enamored of Southern society. Born into a Whig family, he shared the ambivalence of earlier Southern Whig writers, humorists like Johnson J. Hooper, who portrayed their region as populated by rascally poor white trash. Clemens’s allegiance to the Confederacy was fleeting, and by 1885 he was a resident of New England, both physically and psychologically. In that year he published the Memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant. Life on the Mississippi draws a clear distinction between the stagnating society along the southernmost stretches of the river and the bustling and industrious northern regions, a white-painted clapboard culture not unlike that of Connecticut.
Huckleberries, as has often been noted, are associated not with the Mississippi Valley but with New England hills, and it was a huckleberrying party that Thoreau captained the day he was let out of the Concord jail. But if Huck’s raft was constructed in part from materials of Thoreau’s hut and Leatherstocking’s shack, the route it followed came from Uncle Tom’s Cabin, whose materials were reconstituted in such a way as to justify the war which the earlier book had inspired (according to President Lincoln). At the end of Mrs. Stowe’s book, George Shelby, the son of the man who sold Tom down the river, arrives too late to redeem the dying slave, a tragic coincidence much like the comic coincidence of Tom Sawyer’s reappearance and last-minute revelations. George vows to work for abolition much as Huck and Tom join forces to set Jim free, but where Stowe’s book operates as a sermon, exhorting to action, Mark Twain’s ends as it began, with Huck restless to start out on another adventure proposed by Tom. Huck has no desire to reform society but ends by repudiating it, not because he associates it with slavery, but because it crimps his own sense of freedom.
Yet it is wrong to read Huckleberry Finn as a caveat against what was, in 1885, the modern condition. It is wrong also to regard the book as a pastoral asylum in which Mark Twain sought refuge, for as an asylum it is much closer to the kind housing the criminally insane. The world through which Huck Finn moves is one of mad violence, beyond reform or redemption, and not since Swift’s Gulliver has there been so sublimely unperceptive an innocent as Huck Finn, who, by accepting things as they are, reminds us what they should be. The world through which he moves is almost as fantastic as the terrain traversed by Gulliver, being a zone in which little happens that is not exaggerated and distorted, even to the point of becoming surreal.
At this point, I hope, we can better understand why one of the foremost writers during the heyday of realism chose to cast his greatest book as a romance, the form preferred by Cooper, Hawthorne, Melville, and Harriet Beecher Stowe—the writers who were in the ascendancy during Sam Clemens’s boyhood. Like Hawthorne’s Boston, Cooper’s Prairie, Melville’s Pacific Ocean, and Stowe’s Deep South, Mark Twain’s Mississippi Valley is a distant and exotic realm, an internalized territory in which reality is projected through a distorted lens, producing a world which we accept as real because we have nothing to test it against, and, perhaps, because we are too eager to accede to its terms. It is an escapist world not because it is an ideal, pastoral zone—it isn’t—but because it is a world of escape, the essential third ingredient in the formula of capture-and-pursuit endemic to the romantic novel in England and America. Yet, as in those earlier American novels, the theme of escape is inextricably linked to the “power of blackness” which Harry Levin has isolated as the central matter of American gothic, a nihilistic shadow often identified with or personified as a member of the Negro race. What we escape into ever again is a grim reminder of a tragic heritage: The United States headed west again at about the same time as Huck Finn, “lighting out” for territories ever new, and like Huck and Tom the expanding nation carried with it the American dilemma known as Jim, whose last name is never given but which we surely know.
Mark Twain’s Mississippi River ultimately drains off into William Faulkner’s county of Yoknapatawpha, where the tradition of comic (and cosmic) violence as a southern way of life is continued. Starting with the humorists who founded the tradition in which Mark Twain wrote, the southern writer posits a world reflecting a deep division which, like the bond between black and white, is an inseparable knot binding love and loathing, affection and hatred, mutual dependence and a desire to part.
Probably the greatest irony in Mark Twain’s supremely ironic fiction is the partnership between Huck and Jim, a pastoral bond that resembles the idealized presentation of master-slave relationships found in antebellum pro-slavery writings. It is a bond in which contentment and stability are spelled out in terms of superior intelligence on the one hand and unquestioning and devoted loyalty on the other—a relationship not much different from the one shared by Little Eva and Uncle Tom. Locked in that paradoxical embrace, the southern writer from Mark Twain on can posit no moral standpoint beyond that provided by a drifting raft, an improvised citadel of decency not entirely free of duplicity, for, if Huck is sometimes tempted to renege on his promise to Jim, the black man for his own part is careful not to tell all the truth to Huck, knowing that his passport to freedom is the boy’s desire to escape a father who is already dead. We may doubt that Jim’s silence was intended by Mark Twain to sustain a sinister dimension, but once again, “There we are,” caught fast by the eternal Tar Baby as Bre’r Fox chuckles in the bushes by the side of the road.
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