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Unit 1

The Natural World

Text A Two Ways of Seeing a River

Mark Twain

wa when I had mastered the language of this water and had
come to know every trifling feature that bordered the great river as
familiarly as 1 knew the letters of the alphabet, I had made a
valuable acquisition. But I had lost something, too. I had lost
something, which could never \be restored to me while I lived. All
the grace, the beauty, the poetry, had gone out of the majestic
river! I still kept in mind a certain wonderful sunset, which I
witnessed when steamboating was new to me. A broad expanse of
the river was turned to blood; in the middle distance the red hue
brightened into gold, through which a solitary log came floating,
black and conspicuous; in one place a long, slanting mark lay
sparkling upon the water; in another the surface was broken by
boiling, tumbling rings, that were as many-tinted as an opal;. where
the ruddy flush was faintest, was a smooth spot that was covered
with graceful circles and radiating lines, ever so delicately traced;
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the shore on our left was densely wooded and the somber shadow
that fell from this forest was broken in one place by a long, ruffled
trail that shone like silver; and high above the forest wall a clean-
stemmed dead tree waved a single leafy bough that glowed like a
flame in the unobstructed splendor that was flowing from the sun.
There were graceful curves, reflected images, woody heights, soft
distances, and over the whole scene, far and near, the dissolving
lights drifted steadily, enriching it every passing moment with new
marvels of coloring. '

I stood like one bewitched. 1 drank it in, in a speechless
rapture. The world was new to me and I had never seen anything
like this at home. But as I have said, a day came when I began to
cease from noting the glories and the charms which the moon and
the sun and the twilight wrought upon the river’s face; another day
came when I ceased altogether to note them. Then, if that sunset
scene had been repeated, I should have looked upon it without
rapture, and should have commented upon it inwardly after this
fashion: “This sun means that we are going to have wind tomorrow;
that floating log means that the river is rising, small thanks to it;
that slanting mark on thé water refers to a bluff reef which is going
to kill somebody’ s steamboat one of these nights, if it keeps on
étretchiffg'out like that; those tumbling ‘boils’ show a dissolving
bar and a’ éhéﬁgiﬁg channel there; the lines and circles in the slick
water Gver yonder are a warning that that troublesome place is
shoaling up dangerously; that silver streak in the shadow of the
forest is the ‘break’ from a new snag and he has located himself in
the very best place he could have found to fish for steamboats; that
tall déad-tree; with a single living branch, is not going to last long,
and then how is a body ever-going to get through this blind place at
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night without the friendly old landmark ?”

No, the romance and beauty were all gone from the river. All
the value any feature of it had for me now was the amount of
usefulness it could furnish toward compassing the safe piloting of a
steamboat. Since those days, I have pitied doctors from my heart.
What does the lovely flush in a beauty’s cheek mean to a doctor but
a “break” that ripples above some deadly disease? Are not all her
visible charms sown thick with what are to him the signs and
symbols of hidden decay? Does he ever see her beauty at all, or
doesn’ t he simply view her professionally and comment upon her
unwholesome condition all to himself? And doesn’t he sometimes
wonder whether he has gained most or lost most by learning his

trade?
I. Words and Expressions

bewitch v. affect by witchcraft or magic; cast a spell over;
fascinate; enchant fif & 2k , {8 Wy B%

bluff adj. (of cliffs) steep BEUK &

conspicuous adj . clearly visible, noteworthy & R

dissolve v. separate into simple parts ¥

drift v. be carried along by a current of air or water B3, E i

flush v. (of a person, his skin or face) turn red as a result of a
sudden flow of blood to the face B 4L

hue 7. colour; a degree of brightness in color Hifa , 634

inwardly adv. in the mind or spirit ZE.0 R %4L; BAE E WHh b

majestic adj. having or showing the royal power; stately B[,

B B K

marvel n. a wonder; wonderful thing or example &F i}

opal n. [B"]EHA



rapture n. great pleasure JEH

reef n. T, YW

ripple v. rise and fall gently B MR

ruddy adj. freshly or healthily red of person or complexion £L{§#Y,
1 £ 5 89

ruffle v. upset calmness, disturb smoothness ##L , Ll

shoal v. become shallow; steer ship into the shallow place in sea 7
B HERHRAKK

slick adj. smooth &

slanting adj. sloping {i# /)

snag n. unexpected or hidden obstacle or drawback K T UTA , B

solitary adj. living alone, lonely F&J& 8, TR K9

somber adj. dark-coloured ¥ 5[

sow v. put in A

sparkle v. send out flashes of light [§ A &Yt

splendor n. great or dazzling brightness Y6%¥% , Y6 ¥

stemmed adj. B

streak 7. long, irregular line &%

trifling adj. unimportant B{BEAY

tumbling adj. moving up and down HEAY, WK

twilight »-. faint half-light before sunrise or after sunset 8

wrought v. excite; influence ¥ ; M

yonder ad . over there , at sonie distance #Fil1 , FE AL

II. About the Author -

Mark Twain was the pen name of Samuel Clemens (1835
1910). He was born in Missouri and brought up in Hannibal,
Missouri. He led a determinedly chequered and adventurous youth,
working variously as a printer, journalist, miner and steamboat pilot
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on the Mississippi River. The success of a short story, The
Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County (1865), and the
encouragement of Artemus Ward, the popular humorist, determined
him on a literary career. In 1870 he married and settled in
Hartford, Connecticut.

During these years he published several books of satire and
travel: The Innocent Abroad (1869) , Roughing It (1872), The
Gilded Age (1873), The Adventure of Tom Sawyer (1876), A
Tramp Abroad (1880), The Prince and the Pauper (1882), and
Life on the Mississippi (1883). He established a reputation as an
earthy humorist in the tradition of Artemus Ward. In 1885, he
published his greatest book, The adventures of Huckleberry Finn , a
marvelously unsentimental reminiscence of the small Southwestern
community in which he had been brought up.

Soon after the publication of A Connecticut Yankee in King
Arthur’ s Court (1889), financial trouble interrupted his writing
and forced him into these inevitable lecture tours that nineteenth-
century writers used as extra source of income. Yet in later life Tvain
still found time for serious writing, The Tragedy of Pudd’n head
Wilson (1894), his finest novel apart from Huckleberry Finn, The
Man that Corrupted Hadleyburg (1900), and the posthumously
published The Mysterious Stranger (1916) exude an air of savage
despair. Mark Twain died in 1910.

Twain is a difficult writer to assess. Although best known" for
bringing humor, realism, and western local color to American
fiction, Mark Twain wanted to be remembered as a philosopher and
social critic. America has produced few satirists but in Twain it

found one who can stand amongst the best of any language.



II1. Social and Cultural Background

“Two Ways of Seeing a River” (editor’s title) is from Mark
Twain’s “Old Times on the Mississippi,” which was later expanded
and published in book Life on the Mississippi (1883). It is
autobiographical. The book opens with- a brief history of the
Mississippi River since its discovery, and chapters 4 to 22 deal with
Twain’ s life as a boy on the river. These chapters give a vivid
account of his participation in the steamboat age, the science. of
steamboat piloting, and the life of the river as seen by the pilot. The
prose of this selection is vivid, as in all of Mark Twain,'s writings,
but considerably more reflective in tone than most. It is about
Twain’ s study® of the great river and his account of his early
experiences learning to be a river steamboat pilot. As you read the
passage, notice how Twain makes use of figurative language in
describing two quite different ways of seeing the Mississippi River.

IV. Notes to the text

1. this water: the Mississippi River .
2. T had lost something, which could never be restored to me while
I'lived. All the grace, the beauty, the poetry, had gone out of
- the majestie river: This is an important thematic sentence of the
text, which fully expresses Twain’s lament for the past that has
_®gone forever, with the encroachment of science..and technology
- intothe American west. Words such as “grace,” “beauty,” and
“poetry”, are emotionally charged: in reference to the place and
people close to him, and the author’s passionate involvement as a
pilot, -who has been only too. familiar with the: river and the
“good old days,” can be strongly felt.
6



. the majestic river: In Twain’s eye, the river, part of nature, has
a divine quality, before which human beings feel dwarfed and
inferior.

. A broad expanse of the river was turned to blood: Here “blood”
refers to the color of the river in the sunset. Some other words
that denote color are used to describe vividly the beautiful sunset
in Twain’s eye, such as “red hue brightened into gold,” “ruddy
blush,” etc.

. many-tinted: colorful ]

... and high above the forest wall a clean-stemmed dead tree
waved a single leafy bough that glowed like a flame in the
unobstructed splendor that was flowing from the sun: A simile is
used when the author compares a leafy bough left in a dead tree
to a glowing flame when he uses “like.” Moreover, the
comparison suggests life and vitality the dead tree still maintains,
thus leaving the reader as well as the author a ray of hope.

. I stood like one bewitched: 1 stood there like a person under a
magic spell; in another word, the sunset scene is extremely
charming and fascinating.

. Then, if that sunset scene had been repeated, I should have
looked upon it without rapture, and should have commented
upon it inwardly after this fashion: In this sentence the author
uses “should + have + done” sentence pattern to express his
attitude toward the situation. Grammatically, this sentence
structure expresses the speaker’s speculation on what could
possibly happen; in another word, what Twain wants to say is
that if that sunset scene is repeated, he wouldn’t feel excited
because his way of seeing the river has been changed, that is, he

is no longer a romantic pilot.



9.

10

11. ...

12.

13.

“This sun means that we are going to have wind tomorrow; ...":
This long quotation works effectively to illustrate a totally
different way of seeing the river from the emotional and romantic
view a pilot engages detailed in the previous paragraph. The river
viewed particularly after this fashion is characterized by that of a
doctor, who tends to view things in the a-matter-of-fact way and
is particularly sensitive to dangers and defects in all the things he

sees.

. small thanks to it: hardly because of it; or the reason why the

river is rising is not because of the floating log.

a bluff reef which is going to kill somebody’s steamboat one
of these nights: Some steamboat will crash into the bluff reef.
“a bluff reef” ds referred to as if it were a human being, so we
call this comparison “personification. ”

... he has located himself in the very best place he could have
found to fish for steamboats: This is another case in which
personification is employed in that “he” refers to the new snag
-which will cause steamboats te sink.

Are not all her visible charms sown thick with what are to him
‘the signd§ and symbols of hidden decay?...: This and the
following sentences are especially rhetorical questions, the

.. function of which is to give emphasis to the point the author

~-wants to make. The point Twain intends to pinpoint here is

. that  different perspectives praduce different, or even

contradictory, pi¢tures of the same thing or the same situation,
as the views of the same river by the pilot and the doctor could
be totally different.



V. Practice

1. Answer the following questions:

1) When did the narrator begin to change his points of view
toward the river?

2) What kind of beautiful scene of the river was described in the
text?

3) What kind of job was the narrator engaged in?

4) What did the author choose to compare the doctor to?

5) What are the two ways of seeing the river?

6) Why is the shift important to the author’s contrast?

7) Is the first paragraph mainly objective or subjective?

8) Do you think the last sentence refers only to doctors? Why, or
why not ?

9) What is the main idea of the text?

10) Is there anything significant about the style?

2. Topics for discussion:

1) Why do you think the author choose to discuss the river? Is it
simply a random choice or a choice of significance?

2) Show how, if at all, Mark Twain’s contrast might be used to
show parallels to life itself , e. g., differences between
idealistic youth and experienced maturity.

3) What happens when you start to regard a thing of beauty in
terms of its use?

3. Reading Comprehension: Choose the best answer to each

question on the basis of what is stated or implied in the article.

1) When did the narrator begin to feel that he had lost
something ?

A. When he was a teenager.



B. When he graduated from the university.
C. When he was familiar with the river.
D. When he became a doctor.
.2) What does the word “conspicuous” mean in Line 11 of the
first paragraph ?
A. Noteworthy. B. Stubborn. C. Ridiculous. D. Dirty.
3) What is the main idea of paragraph 2 ?
A. When he began to know the river, he could only find the
“ usefulness ” that the river could furnish:i
B. The narrator described the beauty of the river:-
C. The narrator depicted the dangerous situation of ‘the
river.
D. The narrator was afraid of the river.
4) Which of the following explanations on the word
“bewitched” in the first sentence of the second paragraph is

not true?
A. Enchanted. B. Charmed.
C. ‘Attracted. D. Benevolent. -

5) What does the last paragraph mainly tell' us?
A. One feels at loss to his career. ~
. B. One’s attitude is apt to change from the beginning
romantic appeal to the realistic one.
C. It only applies to doctors who couldn’t enjoy the beauty.
D. As a doctor, he could earn lots of money.
6) What kinds of figure of speech does the authot mamly use ?
'*A. Comparison and contrast. :
B. Simile and metaphor.
C. Exaggeration and personification
D. Both A and B.
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