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Introduction

In his preface to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Mark Twain
wrote: “Although my book is intended mainly for the enter-
tainment of boys and girls, 1 hope it will not be shunned
by men and women on that account, for part of my plan has
been to try pleasantly to 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.” Tom
Sawyer remains one of the world’s great children’s books, and
it continues to be read by adults, too.

Samuel Langhorne Clemens was born in 1835 in the State
of Missouri, as Halley’s Comet streaked across the sky; and he
was brought up in Hannibal, a small town on the banks of
the Mississippi River. His father died when he was twelve, and
at the age of fourteen he was made apprentice to a printer.
He later became an apprentice pilot on a Mississippi river-
boat and learned the twelve hundred miles of the often
dangerous river.

In 1861, the outbreak of the Civil War put an end to much
river traffic, and Clemens travelled to Nevada where he
worked briefly as a silver miner while writing sketches of
his experiences for a newspaper. He became a fuli-time
journalist, and in 1863 began publishing his humorous pieces
under the name Mark Twain (which was the cry for two
fathoms of water used by the leadsmen who measured the
depth of the river for the Mississippi riverboats).

The story “Jim Smiley and his Jumping Frog”, published in
1865, was the first of Mark Twain’s writings which was
immediately popular. The Innocents Abroad (1869), based on
fifty-three travel articles written from Europe, gave him real
fame. He continued to write travel books, but after collabora-
ting with a friend to write a novel (The Gilded Age, 1873)
Twain wrote The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876). He
immediately began the book’s sequel, The Adventures of
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Huckleberry Finn (1885), which, written entirely with the voice
of Huckleberry Finn, confronts the issue of slavery and which is
regarded as his masterpiece.

Mark Twain continued to write about serious issues in
humorous novels, such as A Connecticut Yankee in King
Arthur’s Court (1889) and Pudd’ nhead Wilson (1894), in which
the ironic and grotesque aspects of Twain’s humour have
become dominant, indicating his increasing pessimism.

Twain was bankrupted in 1894 by investing in a printing
machine which failed, and was compelled to pay his debts by
going on a world-wide lecture tour. The Man that Corrupted
Hadleyburg (1900) was one of his later works which expressed
his loss of faith in human nature. His eldest daughter died
in 1896, and his wife after a long illness in 1904. His youngest
daughter died of epilepsy in 1909, and his account of her
death was the last thing that he wrote.

“I came in with Halley’s Comet in 1835,” Mark Twain wrote,

. and | expect to go out with it. It will be the greatest
disappointment of my life if | don’t go out with Halley’s
Comet.” In April 1910, the comet appeared in the sky; Mark
Twain died the next day.

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer was created from Mark
Twain’s memories of his own childhood: “Most of the advent-
ures recorded in this book really occurred; one or two were
experiences of my own, the rest of those boys who were
schoolmates of mine. Huck Finn is drawn from life; Tom
Sawyer also, but not from an individual; he is a combination of
the characteristics of three boys whom I knew . . .” This direct
experience does not result in a nostalgic picture of childhood,
but rather one of destructive energy, vitality, humour and
a disregard for adult norms. Boys play with dead cats and
dead rats, they climb regularly from their windows at
midnight, and run away from home to a secret island. There
are fights, whippings, days of glory and nights of horror,
sudden changes of mood: “within two minutes he had for-
gotten all his troubles”.

«
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The novel is tightly constructed: the action is limited to
St Petersburg (unlike Huckleberry Finn, where the “plot
follows Huck’s journey down the Mississippi) and Tom’s
adventures always end with a homecoming. Although the point
of view is normally Tom’s, the voice of the narrator is often
heard, again contrasting with Huckleberry Finn where no one
comes between Huck and the reader.

The character of Tom Sawyer dominates the novel, and at
times his imagination controls the plot. Although his physical
appearance is never described, Mark Twain reveals Tom’s
character through his words and actions. In the early chapters
of the novel, Tom is shown in a series of humorous domestic
episodes which establish him as a master of mischief: stealing
chocolate cake, playing truant, picking a fight with a new boy,
tricking his friends into painting Aunt Polly’s fence.

As the novel progresses, other aspects of Tom’s character
are revealed. He is self-absorbed, his moods taking him
rapidly from thoughts of death to games of glory. Tom’s
conscience, “an unwelcome visitor”, plays an active part in the
development of the plot, driving him to break his oath in
order to save Potter’s life. Aunt Polly battles in vain to get him
to think of her feelings: Tom is aware of others, though always
in relation to himself. His disappearance to Jackson’s [sland,
which causes Aunt Polly the pain of believing Tom dead, is
a means for Tom to discover his value in the eyes of his
family and the town, and to make himself the envy of his
friends: “Tom Sawyer the Pirate looked around upon the
envying children about him and said to himself that this was
the proudest moment of his life.”

Tom’s dramatic instinct is linked with his love of adventure.
Robin Hood is his hero, and Tom, who has no interest in
learning at school, has no difficulty in memorising whole
passages from The Adventures of Robin Hood. ‘I can’t fall. It’s
not like that in the book,” ” he tells Joe.

Mark Twain’s comic sense finds its natural expression in
Tom’s delight in boyish pranks. Tom manipulates his friends

X
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in order to get them to paint Aunt Polly’s fence for him and
then “sat on a barrel in the shade close by, ate his apple, and
planned the downfall of more innocent friends”. Peter, Aunt
Polly’s cat, is another of Tom’s victims. This episode illustrates
Twain’s use of exaggeration as a comic technique: “Peter sprang
a couple of yards into the air, shouted a war cry and then flew
round and round the room, knocking against the furniture,
upsetting the flower pots, and causing general destruction.
Next he rose on his back legs and danced madly around,
screaming with joy.” Humour of a slapstick kind is found in the
chapter on the school Prize Day, when the boys get their
revenge on their teacher.

The element of mischief is linked with the melodrama and
horror which is an important element of Tom Sawyer. “The
odd superstitions touched upon were all prevalent among
children and slaves in the West at the period of this story,” Mark
Twain writes in his preface. And it is these superstitions (the
dead cat taken at midnight to the graveyard; the digging for
treasure in the haunted house) which bring Tom and Huck
into contact with adult violence. The difference between
Tom’s imaginative violence as Robin Hood, pirate and robber,
and the violence of Injun Joe is appreciated by Tom whose
“fearful secret and troubled conscience disturbed his sleep
for a week after this.”

Injun Joe, with his thirst for revenge and willingness to
murder, is the personification of evil for Tom and Huck: “It
was plain that Injun Joe was under the prolection of the Devil,
and that to interfere with the agent of such an awful
power would be far too dangerous.” Injun Joe explains that his
hatred and violence is a response to the rejection of society;
and after his death in the cave “Tom was sorry for him, for he
knew from his own experience how this unfortunate man
had suffered”. But Injun Joe remains a caricature, trapped in
the position society has placed him.

In contrast, Tom’s courtship of Beck y adds charm to the story,
while managing to avoid sentimentality. Becky is portrayed
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conventionally as a girl of prettiness, jealousy, tears and
physical weakness. Her attempt to get Tom into trouble over
the ink on his spelling book is contrasted with Tom’s nobility
in taking her punishment for tearing the teacher’s book.
The culmination of their relationship is the adventure in the
caves, where Tom saves her life.

~ Mark Twain gives us his verdict on Tom’s childhood by the
working out of the plot in the last chapters of the novel. Tom
matures within his own limits: the honour he receives from the
town after his rescue of Becky is more deserved than the
adulation he received after his first return from the dead.
“Judge Thatcher had formed a high opinion of Tom and said
that he hoped to see him a great lawyer or a great soldier some
day.” The discovery of the treasure is as a result of his own
persistence, not as a reward from others,

But Tom remains himself. He is restored to Aunt Polly with
six thousand dollars in the bank, and yet he does not become
respectable: “ ‘Being rich isn’t going to prevent me from being
a robber.’ ” His imagination retains its dominance, turning
the cave — a place of horror and death — into the scene of
further boyish adventures: “ ‘The finest hole in the country!
've always wanted to be a robber, but | knew I had to have
something like this first,’ ”

The expectation of a happy ending is given a humorous twist
as Mark Twain leaves Tom and Huck in their world of child-
hood fantasies, retaining their point of view in opposition
to the adult world. Huck is given the last word: “ Tl stick to
the widow till I die, Tom. And if I become a first-class robber,
and everybody’s talking about me, she’ll be proud that she
dragged me in out of the rain,’ ”
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