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Preface

MosT of the adventures recorded in this book really occurred;
one or two were experiences of my own, the rest those of
boys who were schoolmates of mine. Huck Finn is drawn from
life; Tom Sawyer also, but not from an individual: he is a com-
bination of the characteristics of three boys whom I knew, and
therefore belongs to the composite order of architecture.

The odd superstitions touched upon were all prevalent among
children and slaves in the West at the period of this story; that
is to say, thirty or forty years ago.

Although my baok is intended mainly for the entertainment
of boys and girls, I hope it will not be shunned by men and
women on that account, for part of my plan has been to try
to pleasantly remind adults of what they once were themselves,
and of how they felt and thought and talked, and what queer
enterprises they sometimes engaged in.

THE AUTHOR



INTRODUCTION

WHEN Samuel Clemens married Olivia Langdon on 4
February 1870, he stood at the midpoint of his life, with an
established reputation as popular humorist, lecturer, and
author. The prospect of further success fuelled his expectations
of supporting ‘Livy’ in the affluent style she had become
accustomed to as the daughter of a wealthy merchant. Yet
Clemens, as ever, harboured doubts. His rough-hewn Western
background as printer’s devil, steamboat pilot, journalist, and
Nevada silver miner posed a rude contrast to the refined
society into which he was marrying—a contrast whose
significance for his literary future prompted him to mull over
his past. Only a few days after his wedding, he wrote a letter to
his closest boyhood friend, Will Bowen, admitting: ‘The
fountains of my great decp are broken up & I have rained
reminiscences for four & twenty hours.’' Then in one
interminable sentence, he spewed out a list of vignettes recalied
from their childhcod together in Hannibal, Missouri—of the
‘town drunkard’, Jimmy Finn, who slept in a vat; of playing
Robin Hood ‘in the woods on Holliday's Hill’; of the day when
the whole town feared he had drowned; and over a dozen cther
experiences which, transformed, would find their way into The
Adventures of Tom Sawyer.

A few months later, fecling again the tug of memory,
Clemens indulged recollections of Hannibal more elaborately
in ‘A Boy’s Manuscript’—a fragment written in dramatic form
that contzins, once again, the germs of characters and
situations to be recast in his first novel. Charles A. Norton has
argued that Clemens felt at the time of his marriage ‘abniormally
sensitive’ about his family’s early poverty and needed to
redeem himself in his in-laws’ eves by inventing an ‘acceptable
past’.? That need drew him for the first time to what Henry

' Cited by Chartes A, Norion, Writing Tom Sawper: The Adventures of a
Classic (Jcfferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 1983), 49.
* Ibid. 59.
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INTRODUCTION

Nash Smith termed the ‘Matter of Hannibal’, the biographical
source of so many other narrative explorations undertaken by
Clemens in his persona as Mark Twain. For the first time as
well, he was prompted to venture a long work of fiction,
moving beyond the tall tales, short stories, and cpistola{y
travel accounts that had won him considerable renown, in
order to craft a more sustained, more complex narrative
structure. It is important, in other words, to recognize how
misleading was mEO prefatory claim to The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer: that most of the events had ‘really occurred’. For not
only was much of the' point of this fictive invention to divorce
Mark Twain from an embarragsing pas, it represented a turn
in his career towards more delibcratt/:ly artful narratives.
Mark Twain began writing - Tom Sawper no later than
February 1873, scrawling a rough outline at the top of the
opening page that promised to take his young hero well into
adulthood. With only a vague initial idea about where his
imagination would lead (a routine state for Twain in-the early
stages of composition), he worked steadily and completed 118
manuscript pages by May before returning to The Gilded Age,
the novel he was co-authoring with Charles Dudley Warner.
Twain, Livy, and their daughter Susy then sailed to England
for a round of lectures and sight-seeing which prevented his
return to Tom Sawyer until the following February. Writing
through the summer of 1874 in Elmira, New York, he finished
about five hundred pages before discovering he had ‘pumped
myself dry’. So, in September, he ‘knocked off, and went to
playing billiards for a change’.? Returning again to the novel
soon after moving to Hartford, Connecticut, he continued
writing through 5 July 1875, when he proudly announced to
William Dean Howells that he had ‘finished the story & didn’t
take the chap beyond boyhood’. Whatever notable uncertainties
he harboured over the conventional narrative voice (‘I perhaps
made a mistake’, he admitted, ‘in not writing it in the first

¥ Cited in Justin Kaplan, Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain: A Biography
(London: Jonathan Cape, 14967), 179.
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INTRODUCTION

person’), he was adamant about the genre of his first novel: ‘It
is not 2 boy’s book,-at all. It will only be read by adults. It is
only written for adults.”*

The first adult other than Livy to read the novel, however,
forcefully disagreed: Howells argued instead for marketing the
book as ‘a boy’s story’, and offered suggestions for revision that
included dropping a final chapter depicting Huck Finn’s life
~ith the Widow Watson. After hemming and hawing, Twain
{ryly concurred: ‘Mrs. Clemens decides with you that the book
should issue as a book for boys, pure and simple—and so do .
It is surely that correct idea.”® Correct or not, this marketing
decision had little effect on the novel’s reception. For despite
Twain’s hopes to have the book appear in early spring, his
American publisher, Elisha Bliss, was unable to produce
copies until December 1876. Among other things, the result
was that Howells’s enthusiastic May review appeared far too
early to be of much help. And Twain’s increasing disappoint-
ment in the novel’s delay was confirmed in its unexceptional
American sales: barely 19,000 copies bought in the first twe
months, and only 10,000 more purchased through the rest of
the year. If the actual numbers are hardly as bad as Twain
believed them to be, it is true that American critics largely
ignored the book, leaving him ever after with the feeling that
the novel was a relative failure.

That perception of failure none the less did little to alter
Mark Twain’s ambitions. Like other strong artists keen for
approval yet faced with popular disfavour, he put his reception
behind him as he began to grasp innovative possibilities in the
materials newly unearthed. Even before the end of Tom Satwyer,
we can discern a turn from its conventional narrative ploys
towards the singular first-person sequel conceived the follow-
ing year: Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. In the process of writing

4 Mark Twain-Howells Letters: The Correspondence of Samuel I.. Clemens am
William D. Howells, 1872—1910, ed. Henry Nash Smith and William M
Gibson (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1960}, 91.

* Ibid. 62.



INTRODUCTION

his first novel, Twain had already sensed a way to master his
streak of writerly exhibitionism—a way to control the skewed
attitudes and fiercely incompatible energies that generated so
much of his narrative power. Sensing mastery, of course, is far
from the same as achieving it, and no one would confuse the
accomplished style of Huckleberry Finn with that of its predecessor.
Yet, curiously, it is Tom Sawyer that lays claim to being
America’s most popular novel, which raises the question of
why readers continue to respond to the book as they do. What
is it about Twain’s conflicted voices in the novel—his peculiar
blend of lyric and sardonic modes, his mix of elevated diction
and vernacular expressions—that continues to elicit such an
enthusiastic response? What, in short, does the novel suggest
about an America that has made it one of its favourite texts?

Despite disappointing sales on first appearance, 7he Adventures
of Tom Sawyer has remainetl continuously in print ever since—
translated into countless languages, abridged in versions from
Reader’s Digest to comic books, reproduced in plays, musicals,
movics, and assorted dramatic adaptations. Long before
Twain’s death, it had surpassed all his other books in total
sales, and catapulted the diminutive figure of Tom Sawyer
into a firm position as national icon. Recently, an American
bicentennial stamp depicted Tom in front of a whitewashed
fence; commemorative plates and pictures reveal him carrot-
topped and barefooted, in chequered shirt and overalis,
outwitting his kind, primly bespectacled Aunt Polly—all to
the glorification of life in small-town America. How could
Mark Twain’s nostalgic reminiscence of ante-bellum years in
Hannibal, Missouri have produced a set of characters and
scenes that have become so firmly fixed in America’s cultural
imagination—of boys whitewashing a fence, disrupting school,
attending their own funeral? ‘

Certainly, the novel is winsomely comic, confirming Twain’s
skill as popular entertainer. And in the vein of contemporary
Southwestern humorists, the most uproarious scenes match
his earlier tendency (in ‘The Celebrated Jumping Frog of
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