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INTRODUCTION
The Best Short Works of Mark Twain:
THE AssAULT OF LAUGHTER

AN

Few writers in history have been as widely read or as widely
written about as Mark Twain. He was a prolific talent, a
complex figure whose genius as a satirist and storyteller of
the Old West established his reputation as an American
original. The Best Short Works of Mark Twain offers read-
ers a unique opportunity to experience not only the breadth
and depth of Twain’s humor and insight but also the evolu-
tion of his exceptional literary craft.

The fifty-seven stories collected in this edition span over
forty years of the author’s life, from his early days as a fron-
tier journalist with the story that made him famous, “The
Notorious Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” to the
groundbreaking slave narrative, “A True Story,” that fore-
shadowed his masterpiece, Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn, to later works such as “The Man That Corrupted
Hadleyburg” that illustrate Twain’s brilliant precision in the
short story form.

In “How to Tell a Story” Twain writes, “There are several
kinds of stories, but only one difficult kind—the humor-
ous.” When reading The Best Short Works of Mark Twain,
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x INTRODUCTION

one finds 1t hard to imagine the author had difficulty telling
any story. Twain’s language is so fluid, hus ear for dialect so
acute, that his narratives appear effortless and not, as they
were in actuality, the product of studied word choice and
careful revision. The genres of Twain’s short stories are var-
ied and numerous—tall tales, burlesques, fables, yarns,
ghost stories——though his humor remains constant.

Twain used humor as a weapon against racism, greed,
and hypocrisy, viewing his wit as a means of encouraging
reformation “Against the assault of laughter,” he wrote in
“The Mystenous Stranger,” “nothing can stand ”

The Life and Work of Mark Twain

Mark Twamn was born Samuel Langhorne Clemens on
November 30, 18353, in Flonda, Missouri. When he was
born, Halley’s comet, which passes close to Earth every
seventy-six years, was visible in the night sky—an astronom-
ical event that ancients considered an indicator that some-
thing of great hustorical significance was about to happen.
Twain was well aware that he was born under this auspi-
cious sign, and he sometimes made humorous reference to
it. When Mark Twain died on April 21, 1910, Halley’s comet
was again blazing across the sky. It seems fitting that the life
of so unusual a man should contain such conspicuous celes-
tial bookends. His life spanned a particularly dramatic por-
tion of U.S history, and he managed to be right in the thick
of the action for most it.

Samuel Clemens started out in modest surroundings in a
respectable family of six children in Missouri. The Clemens
family had been settled in Hannibal, Missoun, for several
years when young Samuel’s father died, leaving the family
in a difficult financial posiion Samuel quit school at age
twelve and took several odd jobs before becoming appren-
ticed to a local printer. In this capacity, he gained exposure

_to a wide range of writing, and he discovered he had the tal-
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ent and the ambition to become a writer himself. He soon
launched a career as a sort of traveling reporter, writing
humorous sketches and articles for newspapers in cities
such as St. Louis, New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati.
In 1857, he headed to New Orleans with plans to travel by
ship to South America. Instead, he apprenticed himself to a
riverboat captain and spent the next two years traveling up
and down the Mississippi River.

Hostilities between the North and South brought com-
mercial traffic on the Mississippt to a halt in 1861, and
Clemens had to give up his fledgling career. He served as a
soldier in a group of Confederate volunteers in 1861, but
quit after a couple of weeks and decided to head out to the
Nevada Terntory, where the legendary Comstock Lode had
been struck in 1859. The Comstock Lode was a huge silver
and gold deposit that produced hundreds of millions of dol-
lars’ worth of the precious metals. His luck as a prospector
was not so good, and Samuel turned once again to newspa-
per work, writing for the Territorial Enterprise m Virginia
City. In 1863, he began signing his articles “Mark Twain"—
an expression used by riverboat crewmen to refer to a safe
navigating depth of two fathoms.

In 1864, Twain (as he was now known professionally)
started working for a San Francisco paper and traveled for
the paper to what are today called the Hawaiian Islands. He
wrote about his travels and lectured about Hawaii upon his
return to San Francisco. In many ways, Twain introduced
Hawaii to the U.S. mainland, stimulating the tourism to the
island that began in the 1860s. Twain continued to travel
extensively in Europe and the Holy Land for a couple more
years. In 1870, he married Olivia Langdon. They settled in
Hartford, Connecticut.

Olivia gave birth to four children. a son named Langdon,
born in 1870, who died at the age of two; Susy, born in
March 1872; Clara, born in 1874; and Jean, born n 1880.
Twain’s literary career blossomed during this period, and his
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fortunes soared. He published Roughing It in 1872 and The
Adventures of Tom Sawyer in 1876.

He published The Prince and the Pauper, a popular suc-
cess, in 1881. But Twain reached his literary zenith in 1885
with the publication of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
Though controversial, the book was widely recognized as an
important achievement in American literature. Twain fol-
lowed 1t up with the publication of several more books,
including A Connecticut Yankee i King Arthur’s Court
(1889) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894).

The 1890s proved tragic for Twain. He had made a num-
ber of questionable investments, and the nationwide finan-
cial panic of 1893 left him bankrupt. He was forced to book
a worldwide lecture series to rebwld s fortune. The tour
cemented his professional reputation and he earned the
admiration of many of the leading artists and writers of
Europe. Though his fame grew, hus family suffered. In
1896, his daughter Susy died of meningitis. After a leng ill-
ness, his wife died in 1904 In 1909, lus daughter Jean died.
Twain was left bitter and lonely; his later work, such as
What Is Man? (1906), was especially dark and cynical,
reflecting his emotional state. He died in Connecticut in
1910. And although only his daughter Clara outlived him,
thousands of mourners filed past his casket to pay their
respects at his funeral.

Historical and Literary Context of
The Best Short Works of Mark Twain

Prelude to the Civil War

Twain’s experiences in the first three decades of his life
provided him with the material he would write about
throughout his career. As a child in Hannibal, Missouri,
Twain witnessed the atrocities of slavery firsthand. In the
years leading up to the Civil War, when the nation was dis-
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puting the morality and legality of owning slaves, Twain’s
opinion on the issue had been long decided.

The issue of slavery had threatened to divide the United
States from the very beginning. In Northern states, where
industrialization made cheap labor less of an economic
necessity, the abolitionist movement rapidly gained mo-
mentum in the early 1800s. The economies of the Southern
states, however, were based on farming, and landowners
required cheap labor. Also, after two hundred years of living
with large slave populations, Southerners had come to see
slavery as a part of their cultural heritage. Wealthy Southerners
in particular were determined to preserve their way of life,
and they fought hard to maintain the legality of slavery.
Southerners were well aware that the balance of power
would shift if opponents of slavery began to outnumber
slavery supporters in Congress and that then slavery would
probably be outlawed. Each annexation of territory by the
U.S. government brought new batties over whether slavery
should be permitted.

The Missouri Compromise of 1820 was the resolution of
a particularly long congressional battle over slavery. The
territory of Missouri, home to thousands of slaves, had peti-
tioned for statehood in 1818, but Northern congressmen
objected to admitting another slave state to the Union. In
1820, Henry Clay, a representative from Kentucky, came up
with a compromise. Maine had just applied for statehood.
Clay suggested accepting Maine as a free state and Missouri
as a slave state—thus maintaining the balance of power. But
under the terms of the compromise, slavery would not be
permitted anywhere north or west of Missouri within the
Louisiana Purchase. Missouri was admitted to the Union
in 1821.

The U.S. continued to expand, however, and the Missouri
Compromise did not quiet sectional disputes for very long.
The U.S. annexed Texas in 1845, which led to war with
Mexico. The U.S. quickly won the war and took over most of
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what is now the western part of the country. Once again, bat-
tles over power in Congress threatened to tear the nation
apart. Clay helped craft the Compromuse of 1850 in an
attempt to stave off civil war. He struck a difficult, troubling

ain. In exchange for ensuring that the western U.S.
would be free from slavery, Congress passed the Fugitive
Slave Act, which stated that slaves who escaped to free states
or free territory must be returned to their owners.

The Compromise of 1850 pleased very few people, but
the peace was preserved for a few more years. Then the
Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 repealed the Missouri
Compromise by granting all states the right to make or keep
slavery legal. Abolitionists were outraged. Bloody battles
over the issue broke out in Kansas Territory. In 1861, most
of the Southern states seceded from the Union and civil war
finally erupted.

Post—Civil War Literary Landscape

American book publishing was transformed in the period
just before the Civil War. Whereas the works of the nation’s
earlier authors were read by a small population of intellec-
tuals, authors in the 1850s and beyond began to reach a
wider population through a practice called “subscription
publishing.” Sales representatives would go door-to-door
in towns across the country, armed with enticing book
brochures, and sell books in advance of printing. This is
how Twain found his audience. His humor was very popular
with the general reading public, and although he was also
admired by intellectuals, average readers buying his books
by the thousands are what made him rich.

In terms of literary movements, Twains work can be
seen as part of American literary realism. Literary realism, a
reaction against the more fantastical and sentimental fiction
of the American romantic period, featured accurate repre-
sentations of the lives of Americans in various contexts.
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Realists valued detail and plausibility in their fiction.
Characters were complex, flawed people with believable
motives. The language used in books by realists was
straightforward and sometimes comic or satiric, but not
flowery or overtly poetic (although much realistic writing is
very beautiful). Other American writers whose works can
be seen as realist were Henry James, author of such books
as Daisy Miller (1879) and The Golden Bowl (1904), and
Edith Wharton, author of The House of Mirth (1905),
Ethan Frome (1911), and many other books. Twain distin-
guished himself from other writers of this period by his use
of humor and his masterful skill n portraying common
Amencan speech.
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1839.
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1852:

1853-
1857:
1861-
1863:
1864:

1866:

CHRONOLOGY OF MARK TwAIN"S
Lire AND WORK

A

Samuel Langhorne Clemens born November 30, in
Florida, Missouri.

John Clemens, Samuel’s father, moves his family to
nearby Hannibal, where Samuel spends his boyhood.
Samuel becomes apprentice printer.

Samuel begins editing his brother’s newspaper and
publishing his own humorous sketches.

Leaves Hannibal and begins working as a traveling
reporter in such cities as St. Louis, New York,
Philadelphia, and Cincinnati.

Becomes apprenticed to a riverboat captain.

Tries prospecting for silver in the Nevada Territory.
Uses the pseudonym “Mark Twain” for the first time
on a trave] sketch.

Moves to San Francisco and continues working as a
journalist.

Travels to Hawai (then called the Sandwich Islands)
as a correspondent for a newspaper in Sacramento.
Lectures about his travels upon his return.
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1867:

1869:
1870:

1871
1872:
1874:
1876:
1880:

1881:
1883:
1885:
1889:

1894:
1896:
1904:
1909:
1910:

CHRrRONOLOGY

Travels to Europe and the Holy Land. Publishes The
Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County, and
Other Sketches.

The Innocents Abroad published.

Twain marries Olivia Langdon. Son Langdon Clemens
is born prematurely (dies two years later).

Twain and family move to Hartford, Connecticut
Daughter Susy born. Roughing It published.
Daughter Clara born.

Publication of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer
Daughter Jean born. Twain loses thousands on a bad
investment. Publishes A Tramp Abroad

Publication of The Prince and the Pauper.
Publication of Life on the Mississippi.

Publication of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
Publication of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s
Court.

Publication of The Tragedy of Pudd nhead Wilson.
Daughter Susy dies of spinal meningitis.

Twain's wife, Olivia, dies.

Daughter Jean dies; daughter Clara marries.

Twain dies on April 21 and is buried in Elmira,
New York.
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1850:

1854:

HistoricaL CONTEXT OF
Mark Twain’s SHORT STORIES

A

Congress outlaws the importation of African slaves.
The first steamboat sails on the Mississippi.

Missouri Compromise allows for admission of
Missouri into Union as a slave state.

Missouri granted statehood.

The Underground Railroad is established.

Charles Dickens tours the United States, speaks out
against the institution of slavery.

Texas agrees to be annexed by U.S. and becomes
twenty-eighth state.

Mexican-American War begins over Texas annexa-
tion. U.S. wins a speedy victory and claims most of
the western part of the country (the territory that is
now California, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, Colorado,
Wyoming, and parts of New Mexico). The question
of slavery in new territories is again hotly debated.
The Compromise of 1850 includes the Fugitive Slave
Act, which required all citizens to assist in the return
of fugitive slaves to their owners and denied fugitives
the right to a jury trial.

Kansas-Nebraska Act passed, repealing the Missouri
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1857:

1859:

1860:
1861:

1863

1865:

1868:
1869:

1872:
1876:

1877:
1881:

1891:
1892:
1893:
1896:
1901:

1909:

HistoricalL CONTEXT

Compromise and allowing states to decide for them-
selves the question of slavery.

Dred Scott decision by U.S. Supreme Court rules
that a slave’s residence in a free state or free territory
does not make him free.

Abolitionist John Brown and followers raid the U.S.
arsenal at Harpers Ferry in Virginia and try to start a
slave insurrection. Brown is caught and hanged for
treason.

Abraham Lincoln is elected president

Civil War begins.

President Lincoln issues the Emancipation Procla-
mation, freeing all slaves.

Lincoln assassinated, Thirteenth Amendment abol-
ishes slavery; Civil War ends with General Robert E.
Lee’s surrender to General Ulysses S. Grant; Ku
Klux Klan formed.

Ulysses S. Grant elected president.

The Union and Pacific railways meet at Promontory
Point with the completion of the transcontinental
railroad. Fifteenth Amendment gives blacks the right
to vote.

Susan B. Anthony is arrested for registering and cast-
ing a ballot in an election.

The Battle of the Little Big Horn, also called Custer’s
Last Stand.

Violent railroad and coal mine strikes across the U.S.
President Garfield assassinated; Chester A. Arthur
becomes president.

U.S. Congress adopts the International Copyright Act.
Ellis Island, in New York, opens as immigration center.
The New York Stock Exchange crashes.

William McKinley elected president.

President McKinley assassinated; Theodore Roose-
velt becomes president.

The N A.A.C.P. is formed.
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