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ABSTRACT 

This study examines Mark Twain's use of the spoken 

word in the last decade of his life. It includes Twain's 

informal readings, his image manipulation and control, his 

rhetorical speaking, his methods of speech preparation, and 

his dictation of the autobiography. 

Twain's use of oral interpretation is examined 

demonstrating the influence of the Reading Tour of 1884-

1885. He read informally for personal delight and to edit 

his works. 

A large part of the dissertation is devoted to the 

long history of the Twain persona. Particularly does this 

study focus on Twain's rhetorical persona and the means by 

which he attempted to maintain the historical Mark Twain 

while expanding his role to that of political activist. 

Using a Burkean perspective, Twain's anti-imperial

ist rhetoric is analyzed. His private philosophy dictated 

the use of two ratios. Though he did not successfully 

defeat the imperialists, he was effective in rallying and 

unifying the anti-imperialist forces. 

The final portion of this work investigates Twain's 

participation in the effective campaign to dethrone Richard 

Croker and Tammany Hall. Attention is also given to Twain's 

seventieth birthday speech, and his lecture-like dictation 

x 



xi 

of his autobiography. 

This dissertation concludes that in his final years 

Twain found happiness in the spoken word, that mode of 

communication on which he built his career. 
I 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

statement of the Problem 

On October 15, 1900, Mark Twain returned to America, 

triumphant from his World Tour of 1895. He had undertaken 

the tour to relieve himself of numerous creditors, as 

lecturing was the most expedient means of doing so. Shortly 

before his return, he declined several lucrative offers for 

subsequent tours in the United states a'nd announced his 

retirement from the platform. "Talking for money is work," 

he told Pond, his tour manager, Hand that takes all the fun 

out of it •••• "1 

Though he detested the circuit, he did not detest 

the spotlight. In the final decade of his life, he deliver

ed 98 speeches on the gratis platform. True, many of the 

talks were toasts or speeches of introduction which he 

delivered in his capacity as Master of Ceremonies, such as 

his introduction of Winston Churchill to a New York audi-

ence. Among the 98, however, were four of his more fam-

ous addresses which equal in quality any that he delivered 

on the lucrative circuit: "The Tuskegee Institute Benefit 

Speech," "The Robert Fulton Monument Association Speech," 

"The Barnard College Reception Speech," and his most 

1 



celebrated lecture of all, "The Seventieth Birthday Dinner 

Speech." 

2 

Twain's gratis lectures and steady stream of 

appearances at aristocratic clubs and banquets, quenched his 

appetite for the platform without his having to deliver a 

speech worthy of a salary. In addition to his gratis publio 

lectures, Twain gave private parlor readings of his own 

published and unpublished works and of the works of authors 

such as Kipling, Browning, and Shakespeare. 2 These 

frequent parlor readings, like the free lectures, "provided 

him with the joy of being on the platform when he was too 

old and tired for the circuit."3 

Just as his enthusiasm for the lecture circuit 

had drained, Twain's impetus for accepting the rigors 

of writing also dissipated near the near the turn of the 

century. He had already left his indelible mark on American 

Literature, and therefore felt free to succumb more readily 

to his life-long tendency of abandoning one project in 

favor of another that better excited his fancy. 

The advantages of dictation and even editing 

manuscripts by oral performance appealed to him greatly. By 

dictation and oral editing, Twain was able to write his 

autobiography, something he may never have accomplished by 

relying strictly on the old handwriting method. The 

brainstorming and "outbursts" that occurred during the 

dictation sessions gave rise to many of his bitter, 
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satirical works which were published posthumously. In 

the dark years, Twain lectured to write, read aloud to edit, 

and engaged in both for personal and social amusement •. 

Though Twain spent much of his time on the lecture 

platform, a disproportionately small amount of criticism 

is devoted to his speaking. Examination of this literature 

reveals a deficiency of scholarly investigation into 

Twain's speaking in general. Particularly is there a void 

surrounding his post-retirement speeches. 

Review of the Literature 

Only three books of consequence chronicle Twain's 

speaking and speaking tours. Mark Twain's Speeches, 

edited by Albert Bigelow Paine, Paul Fatout's Mark Twain 

Speaking and The Trouble Begins at Eight by Fred W. 

Lorch. 

The first two are anthologies with helpful introduc

tions. Fatout's work, with 198 speeches, surpasses Paine's 

1910 and 1923 editions in scholarly value. First, Fatout's 

work contains more speeches, the result of culling many 

newspaper files. Second, it is replete with expository 

notes that are nonexistant in the Paine volume. Lorch's 

book is a historical-critical survey of Twain's lecture 

tours through 1895. It is a work of exceptional quality 

and is regarded as a classic in the area of Twain's 

speaking. 
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A handful of works concentrate on specific tours 

or aspects of Twain's lecturing. These include Cardwell's 

Twins of Genius, which reports the Reading Tour of 

1884-1885. Biographies by Paine and Kaplan devote chapters 

to this tour as well. The Autobiography of Mark Twain 

is a fascinating and entertaining source on his speaking, 

albeit somewhat inaccurate on names and dates. The number 

of pages that Twain devotes to the subject makes it safe to 

conclude that he considered it a major part of his life. 

Critical Essays on Mark Twain, edited by Louis Budd, 

contains responses to his lectures by his contemporaries. 

Finally, fewer than ten articles. in the national 

journals of the Speech Communication Association and the 

Modern Language Association examine Twain's speaking. The 

body of literature on Twain's speaking is biased in favor of 

historical research, much of which is unsatisfactory to the 

rhetorical scholar because of the lack of critical analyses 

made on the basis of a rhetorical methodology. 

After the World Tour of 1895, criticism of any 

nature on Twain's speaking diminishes to a trickle. With 

the exceptions of Alan Gribben's article, "'It is Unsatis

factory to Read to One's Self': Mark Twain's Informal 

Readings,"4 and minimal discussion by his biographers, 

only anthologies present data on Twain's speaking in the 

dark years. Traditionally the post-retirement speeches 

have been ignored by critics because of their gratis nature. 



This author contends that they have much to offer in terms 

of understanding the complex personality of Mark Twain 

in the most misunderstood period of his life. 

Scope of the Study 

5 

This study will be an investigation of Mark Twain's 

speaking in the last decade of his life. It will focus on 

those of Twain's speeches that were designed to effect 

political and social reform: the anti-imperialist speeches 

and his speeches assisting those who would defeat Tammany 

Hall and its boss, Richard Croker of New York c~ty. This 

study will also investigate the creation and manipulation 

of Mark Twain's rhetorical persona, his use of informal 

readings, and, to a lesser degree, his methods of speech 

preparation and delivery. 

Methodology 

Twain's rhetorical efforts will be analyzed using 

a Burkean perspective. Burke's theory of dramatism pro

vides a language that is well suited for understanding 

the disjointed Twainian rhetoric. The Burkean pentad, 

with its attendant ratios, and the Identification/Division 

dichotomy should prove to be beneficial in revealing the 

means by which Twain's rhetoric functioned and failed. 

In order to look behind Twain's public and private 

speech acts of his latter years, the investigation will rely 

heavily on the papers of Isabel Van Kleek Lyon,. Twain's 



G 

personal secretary from 1903-1909. Alan Gribben has listed 

the editing of these papers as one of the significant 

projects remaining to Twain scholars in the 1980's.5 The 

papers provide glimpses of Twain unique to this part of his 

life, and they first became available to scholars in 1977 as 

part of the Jean Webster McKinney Family Papers donated to 

Vassar College. The value of Miss Lyon's writing stems from 

the nature of her relationship with her employer, the man 

she called "the King." Lyon's duties ranged far beyond 

secretarial correspondence and record-keeping. Lentz 

asserts that "after Olivia Clemens' death in 1904, this 

attractive young woman became indispensable not only as a 

secretary, but as a.friend and editorial advisor as 

well."G 

Justin Kaplan, Twain's Pulitzer Prize winning 

biographer, wrote that Lyon "had his entire confidence. 

He had, after all, dictated to her portions of that 

autobiography which he believed was the most truthful book 

ever written • . • spoke to her with a freedom he would not 

have dared with Livy or his daughter."7 

Twain's confidence in Lyon was so complete that he 

provided for her in an early will, leaving her the partial 

editorship of his letters "with the said Isabel V. Lyon to 

have ten percent of the royalty returns of such book."8 

As Twain's almost constant companion for over five 

years, Lyon had the opportunity to make observations that 
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assist in explaining the Twain-Clemens dichotomy, his 

cynicism vented through satirical attacks on holy subjects, 

his writing, and his speaking and reading in the post-World 

Tour era. 

The Vassar College collection of Lyon papers 

contains well over a thousand pages, including her diary, 

day books that she kept for Twain, her Twain memorabilia 

collection, copies of Twain letters, photographs, her 

correspondence, and her memoirs. The majority of her 

writings are concerned with Twain's moods, writings, 

speeches, storytelling, and dictations. 

In addition to the Vassar resources, The University 

of California at Berkeley has significant Lyon holdings. 

The Humanities Research Center at The University of Texas at 

Austin has the only Lyon artifact outside of Vassar and 

Berkeley; it consists of one diary that covers the first 

half of 1906. This was recently published under the able 

editorship of Laurie Lentz in Resources in American Liter

ary study. Both the Berkeley and Vassar holdings remain 

unpublished. For the purposes of this study, copies of all 

of the Lyon papers in all three collections have been pur

chased. These constitute valuable primary sources that give 

fresh insight into Twain's latter speaking and thereby 

enrich Twain scholarship. 

This study will consult the vast holdings of The 

Mark Twain Papers at The University of California at 
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Berkeley. These make possible review of Twain's speech and 

reading manuscripts, his unpublished writings on oratory; 

such as his essay on "Extemporaneous Speaking" that was 

culled from his autobiography, and the books on oratory and 

rhetoric that were in his personal library. These books 

include, Essentials of Elocution and oratory by V.A. 

Pinkley, The Ghosts and Other Lectures by Robert Green 

Ingersoll, of whom Twain thought highly, Speeches by 

Henry Clay, Lectures on Rhetorik by J.L. Blake, 

Select Orations of Cicero, The Practical Elements 

Rhetoric with Illustrative Examples by J.F. Genung, 

System of Christian Rhetoric by G.W. Harvey, 

Yale Lectures on Preaching and Other Writings, edited by 

Richard E. Burton, and D.O. Jones' The Technique of 

Speech: A Guide to the Study of Diction According to the 

Principles of Resonance. 10 

Significance of the Study 

Through the papers of Isabel Lyon and the primary 

sources at The University of California at Berkeley, and by 

approaching Twain's public and private rhetoric using a 

Burkean perspective, this study seeks to add significantly 

to the limited amount of criticism on Mark T~lain' s speaking. 
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CHAPTER II 

MARK TWAIN AS ORAL INTERPRETER 

A proper assessment of any single period in the life 

of a rhetor can only be made in the context of the whole 

career. In this case a developmental perspective must be 

taken. Twain's speaking from 1900 to 1910 will be viewed as 

the culmination of his mastery of earlier communication 

forms. 

The specific task of this chapter is to demonstrate 

the influence of the reading tours of 1884-1885, and the 

World Tour of 1895, on Twain's speaking in the dark years. 

There is little doubt that influence studies could demon

strate the impact that each lecture tour had on his dark 

years efforts. This limitation, however, avoids another 

recounting of the well researched lecture tours, and focuses 

instead on the often ignored reading tours. 

This chapter will first review the history of 

Author's Readings and the aspects of the institution that 

most attracted Twain. Second, this chapter will examine 

Twain's difficulties with reading aloud and the means by 

which he corrected his problems~ Finally, this chapter will 

trace the influence of the 1884-1885 tour on the World Tour 

of 1895, and, subsequently, their collective influence on 

10 
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his reading in the dark years. 

Author's Readings, a popular form of education and 

entertainment, grew out of the second lyceum movement of the 

19th century. The first lyceum movement, initiated by 

Josiah Holbrook in 1826, dissipated by 1839 for lack of 

local interest. The second movement, however, was healthier 

as it was encouraged by better management and the prosperity 

of the industrial age. 1 It lasted from 1867 to 1900 and 

ushered in the lecture business much as it is known 

today. 2 

Author's Readings, though fathered in this country 

by Charles Dickens' American tour of 1867, did not recruit 

authors in great numbers until Chautauquas bolstered the 

desire for such readings in the late l870's.3 The first 

Chautauqua was established in 1874. "While the original 

purpose was the study of the Bible • the course of study 

was expanded to include secular subjects • lectures, 

music, and readings •••• "4 

The Chautauquas inspired a thirst for knowledge in 

its participants. "An intense, almost fanatical interest in 

education took possession" of many who attended them. As 

Chautauquas gained immense popularity in the country, it is 

a matter of little wonder that Author's Readings became a 

staple form of instruction. "As the Chautauqua became more 

varied, public reading became an essential part."S 

Charles Dickens was the first author of note to 



break with the tradition of gratis readings to read 

professionally. He did it first in England in 1858 and a : 

decade later accepted the American tour offer. Brunson 

believes that it was his desire to perform in a theatrical 

sense that drew him to professional reading. 6 Dickens 

12 

believed that he owed a special debt to his public and that 

he ought to read to them.7 Whatever the motivation, 

Dickens clearly enjoyed reading for he read some 450 times 

between 1858 and 1870. 8 

Twain himself heard Dickens read in Steinway Hall in 

1867. He regarded Dickens' performance as first-rate. Re-

calling the event years later while dictating his autobio-

graphy Twain said: 

What is called a 'reading,' as a public platform 
entertainment, was first essayed by Charles Dickens, 
I think. He brought the idea with him from England 
in 1867. He made it very popular at home and he made 
it so acceptable and so popular in America that his 
houses were crowded everywhere, and in a single sea
son he earned two hundred thousand dollars •.• Mr. 
Dickens read scenes from his printed books. From my 
distance he was a small and slender figure, and fan
cifully dressed, and striking and picturesque in ap
pearance. He wore a black velvet coat and a large 
and glaring red flower in the buttonhole. He stood 
an upholstered shed behind whose sland was a row of 
lights - just such an arrangement as artists use to 
concentrate a strong light upon a great picture. 
Dickens' audience sat in pleasant twilight, while he 
performed in the powerful light cast upon him from 
the concealed lamps. He read with great force and 
animation, in the lively passages, and with stirring 
effect. It will also be noted that he did not mere
ly read but also acted. • . . 9 

By 1870, Author's Readings began suffering the same 

attacks that all new media suffer. Thomas Carlyle said that 



people attended them because, they were "too lazy to read 

what they paid their shillings to listen to." John Ruskin 

wrote, "Everyone wants to hear • • • nobody to read • • • 

nobody to think. • • • "1 0 
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Not only was the medium attacked, the readers, too, 

were criticized. They were chided for entertaining instead 

of instructing and for succumbing to the demands of the 

masses. Ruskin lamented that Dickens could have been 

"writing blessed books" instead of reading from them. 

Additionally, readers were chided, as is customary in such 

cases, for the old crime of making money. Nonetheless, 

Dickens withstood the criticism and made way for many to 

follow, some authors of momentary fame and some writers of 

classics. Among the more famous were William Makepeace 

Thackeray, John Greenleaf Whittier, Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

Harriet Beecher stowe, and Mark Twain. Edgar Allan Poe 

attempted it but failed miserably. Rudyard Kipling was 

heavily courted by Pond but rejected his offers claiming 

that America was not a country made for lecturing in. 

Besides these were many lesser authors who experienced 

momentary popularity as readers but soon faded into 

obscurity.11 

Though Mark Twain first heard Dickens read in 1867, 

nearly two decades passed before he tried the trade of 

reading. Probably the delay was due to his having few works 

from which to read. In 1867 he had only "The Celebrated 
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Jumping Frog of Calaveras County" to his credit. Clearly, 

in the late sixties he would have been hard to market as an 

author. Even as a lecturer he went against the grain. Most 

Lyceum stars were British or Eastern celebrities sent West. 

Twain was a Westerner sent East. 

By 1884, Twain had developed a reputation as an 

author of some note. Thus, in the late autumn. of that he 

embarked upon a joint reading tour with George Washington 

Cable, the New Orleans novelist, to promote his forthcoming 

novel, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, to raise 

funds for his new publishing house, and to "reading as a 

trade," something he had never done. 12 

Though he had accumulated years of experience on the 

lecture platform, such experience did not prevent his having 

difficulty with the· reading of Huckleberry Finn on the 

1884-1885 tour. He naively assumed "that it would only be 

necessary to get out on the.platform and read from the book. 

I did that," he said, "and made a botch of it."13 

Fred W. Lorch, a scholar of Twain's lecture tours, 

dismissed this statement as "scarcely accurate," citing as 

proof that he had read publicly on numerous occasions prior 

to the tour. 14 A comparison of reading before and 

during the tour, however, reveals acute differences that 

support Twain's self criticism. Evidence demonstrates that 

he did indeed have difficulty with Huck Finn for several 

major reasons. The skills that he developed in making 
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Huckleberry Finn readable during the l884~1885 tour, proved 

to be valuable assets in his later years. 

Twain's Troubles with Readina Aloud 

Twain's many years of lecturing prior to 1884 taught 

him adaptation. He learned to adapt to the most precarious 

situations, continually training his wit to save him from 

public failure. Thus it may seem odd that a man with 

thousands of lecture hours to his credit and one with 

extraordinary adaptation skills, could not make an easy 

transition to the art of reading. The difficulty becomes 

understandable, though, if one realizes the inherent 

differences between speaking and reading aloud. They are 

two largely divergent disciplines, which Twain learned and 

admitted. 

One of the first major differences between speaking 

and reading that Twain encountered was the projection of 

more than one persona. Just as he used his Mark Twain 

persona for lecturing, he used it in many of his first 

public readings. The selections read at those events, which 

were charity readings, did not in any way approach the 

complexities of the advance sheets from Huckleberry Finn. 

In reading before the tour, Twain had only to 

project a persona that was essentially Mark Twain, which was 

quite different from that of Samuel Clemens. It was the 

same persona that he had cultivated for years after hearing 



Ben Coon use it in telling the story that, in time, became 

"The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County."15 

Perhaps Twain knew of the humorous, dead-pan technique 

before he heard Ben Coon tell his story, but he may have 

never seen it in such virgin form. Twain never used,it so 

masterfully before that time. 

In "The Jumping Frog" story prelude, he spends a 

great deal of time making sure that the reader understands 
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the nature and manner of the teller. The persona is center 

to the humor. It is from the persona that the humor flows. 

Twain writes: 

But all through the interminable narrative there 
ran a vein of impressive earnestness and sincerity, 
which showed me plainly that, so far from his 
imagining that there was anything ridiculous or 
funny about his story, he regarded it as a really 
important matter. 16 

In an effort to describe Twain's lecture style, 

reporters wrote words remarkably similar to these. 

Thirty-five years later, when Twain wrote How to 

Tell ~ story and Other Essays, he used very similar words 

to describe what he had expressed years earlier about Coon: 

"the teller does his best to conceal that he dimly suspects 

that there is anything funny or ridiculous about it [the 

story]."17 Evidently, Twain respected and felt com-

fortab1e with this persona when he performed. Before the 

1884 tour, when he read such stories as "The McWi11iamses 

and the Burglar Alarm," and Uncle Remus' "Tar Baby," he 



could rely on the old persona to pull him through. He had 

only to revert to his storytelling expertise; when reading 

Huckleberry Finn for the 1884 tour, however, presenting 

personae of Huck and Tom and Jim was no doubt a new and 

difficult matter. 

17 

The following are additional reasons that Twain 

"made a botch" of reading during the early days of the 1884 

tour. 

First, the audiences for which Twain read before the 

tour, in contrast with those paying to hear him read during 

the tour, appear to be vastly different. Before the tour he 

read for the cadets at West Point, at a concert, and for a 

black church in Hartford, all ~udiences that were either 

educated or Twain admirers already. During the tour he 

often read to uneducated, backwoods audiences. 

Following the performance of November 8, 1884, Twain 

wrote his wife and complained of having difficulty with his 

reading. Part of his problems there might have resulted 

from a political rally that the Springfield Republican 

reported was making "considerable noise in the 

streets."18 

Twain later reported that before the tour there had 

been a "happy and holy" silence in the land for ten years. 

In that time, a whole "generation had come to the front who 

knew nothing about lectures and readings and didn't know 

what to make of them."19 



Second, Twain said that he had not "studied his 

readings. "20 He made the common error of assuming that 
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the manuscript's presence made study unnecessary and would 

insure communication. He expected to "get out on the 

platform and read" and let the words communicate themselves. 

Instead, he learned quickly that the simple reading of words 

did not render the most effective presentation of the 

literature. With Twain's many projects at that time, it is 

doubtful that he devoted much time to practice. Besides, he 

always considered the first week of any tour, a week when 

performances were tried on country audiences, as preparation 

for the Music Hall performance in Boston, the performance 

that determined the market value of the program. 21 

Third, as noted earlier, Twain's projects required 

his daily attention while on the tour. He was trying 

desperately to have Huckleberry Finn published in time 

to sell it during the Christmas season. Securing the right 

to publish u.s. Grant's memoirs added an unexpected pressure 

at the beginning of the tour. 22 Of course, Twain had 

his usual unsuccessful ventures going full steam at this 

time as well. He was trying to develop a history game and a 

bed clothes fastener, to mention a couple. Consequently, 

Twain sent a stream of letters and telegrams to Charles 

Webster, his editor and business manager, during the day, 

always giving precise instructions on how best to proceed 

with these projects. Such pressure, along with travelling 
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and attending the inevitable parties and press conferences, 

'did not leave him at his best for performing. "Unless I get 

a great deal of rest," Twain once wrote George Isles, "a 

ghastly dulness (sic) settles down upon me on the platform • 

• "23 

Although most reviews were favorable to Twain 

during the early part of the tour, one significant notice 

was not. A review written by a reporter for the New York 

Times claimed that Twain "confined his efforts to such 

ridiculous matters as aged colored gentlemen, the German 

language, and himself."24 The overall tone of the 

review is not unkind toward Twain, but it does give Cable 

higher praise. 

Third, one cannot prove from reviews that Twain 

truly "made a botch" of his early reading, but the important 

issue is that Twain himself did not feel polished. He felt 

that he was presenting an inferior performance, and the 

performer must be comfortable with his product if he is to 

be at his best. 

Twain wrote to Livy, his wife, in 1869: "Another 

botch of a lecture! ••• They say I didn't botch it, 

but I should think I ought to know."25 Likely, Twain 

felt this way about his reading on the 1884 tour. 

How Twain Corrected His Reading Problems 

Twain's first act in making his reading more 



effective was to despense with the book. He felt that 

"reading from the book renders the nicest shadings of 

delivery impossible."26 He, therefore, set about the 

task of memorizing his selections. His main reason for 
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disliking the book was that it crippled his most effective 

technique, the pause. In short, Twain had more faith in the 

pause than he did in actual words. He wrote: 

The pause is not of much use to the man who is 
reading from a book because he cannot know what the 
exact length of it ought to be; he is not the one 
to determine the measurement - the audience must do 
that for him. He must pe~ceive by their faces when 
the pause has reached the proper length, but his e2;s 
are not on the faces, they are on the book •••• 

This is the basic reason that Twain decided to 

commit his selections to memory. Additionally, he wished to 

achieve the natural, realistic delivery of the lecturer. He 

explained that the reader does not have many techniques at 

his disposal that the lecturer has: 

•••• studied fictions which seem to be the impulse 
of the moment and which are so effective: such as, 
for instance, fictitious hesitancies for the right 
word • • • fictitious unconscious side remarks, 
fictitious unconcious embarrassments, fictitious 
unconscious emphases placed upon the wrong word 
with a deep intention back of it. • 28 

Twain felt too restricted when he was reading from 

manuscripts. In any case, if he felt that his impromptu 

narration, a characteristic that reporters often credited 

for his great success as a lecturer, was being hindered by 

the book, he would understandably get rid of it. 
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problems was to rewrite portions of Huckleberry Finn 

because, as he said, "Written things are for speech; their 

forms are literary; they are stiff, inflexible and will not 

lend themselves to happy and effective delivery • • • "29 

What did he accomplish by rewriting his story to adhere 

to, or at least lean in the direction of an oral style? 

Probably, he made himself more comfortable with the text. 

Whether he improved it or not is a judgement left to the 

literary critics. 

It is doubtful that Twain instituted a system for 

his rewrite of Huck Finn or any subsequent revisions of 

future writings. Characteristically unsystematic, it is 

likely that he relied on his instincts to edit his readings. 

His phonetic abilities were common knowledge to his friends; 

he probably rewrote selections un~il they sounded natural 

and readable, just as he had used his phonographic memory to 

reconstruct accents years after he had heard them. 

By definition, art defies concrete laws, but general 

principles can be observed which will improve the chances 

that the art will be appreciated. One may learn a great 

deal about editing literature for oral presentation by 

comparing the oral and written versions of the sixteenth 

chapter of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The 

following pages will illustrate such a comparison by sliding 

one version over the other. What Twain emphasized is 

underlined as he did in his manuscript; what he added is in 



parantheses, and what he deleted has a line drawn through 

it. Twain begins in the middl~ of the second paragraph, 

adding an introduction. 

Hu~k Saves Jim 

(Night after night they kept a sharp lookout for 

Cairo, where the Ohio River comes in; for there they would 

land and try to escape far north and easy away from the 

domain of slavery). Jim said if the two big rivers joined 
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together there, that would show. But I said maybe we might 

think we was passing the foot of an island and coming into 

the same old river again. That disturbed Jim - and me too. 

So the question was, what to do? I said, paddle ashore the 

first time a light showed, and tell them pap was behind, 

coming along with a trading-scow, and was a green hand at 

the business, and wanted to know how far it ""as to Cairo. 

Jim thought it was a good idea, so we took a smoke on it and 

waited. 

There warn't nothing to do, now, but look out sharp 

for the t~n, and not pass it without" ~ing it. He said 

he'd be might sure to see it, because he'd be ~ £~~e man the ............... 
minute he s~en it; but if he missed it he'd be in the slave 

. 
country again and no more show for freedom. ~ery little 

while he jumps up and says: 

"Dah she is!" 

But it warn't. It was only Jack-o-Ianterns, or lightning 
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bugs~ so he set down again, and went to watching, same as 
4 ; 4 

before. Jim said it made him allover trembley and feverish 
~ 

to be so close to freedom. Well, I can tell you it made me 

allover trembley and feverish, too, to hear him, because I 

begun to get it through my head that he was most free - and 

who was to blame for it? Why, me. (The thought struck me 

cold.) I couldn't get that out of my conscience, no how nor 

no way. (0, I had committed a crime! - I knowed it 

perfectly well - I could see it, now.) It got to troubling 

me so I couldn't rest; I couldn't stay still in one place. 

It hadn't ever come home to me before, what this thing was 

that I was doing. But now it did; and it staid with me, and 

acorched me more and more! I tried to make out to myself 

that I warn't to blame, because I didn't run Jim off from 

his rightful owner; but it warn't no use, conscience up 

and says, every time, "But you knowed he was running for 

freedom, and you could a paddled ashore and told somebody." 

That ~las so - (yes, it was so) - I couldn't get around that, 

no way. That was where it pinched. Conscience says to me, 

"What had poor Miss watson done to you, that you could see 

her nigger go off right under your eyes and never say one 

single word? What did that poor old woman do to you, that 

you could treat her so mean? Why, she tried to learn you 

your book, she tried to learn you your ~ers, (she tried to 

learn you to be a Christian), she tried to be good to you 

every way she knowed how. Thats what she done. 
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I got to feeling so ~ (and treacherous) and so 

miserable I most wished I was dead. I fidgeted up and down 

the raft, abusing myself, and Jim was fidgeting up and down 

past me. We neither of us could keep still. Every time he 

danced around and says, "Dah'~ Cairo!" it went through me 

like a eRe~ (sword), and I thought if it was Cairo I 

reckoned I would die of miserableness. 

Jim talked out loud all the time while I was talking 

to myself. He was saying how the first thing he would do 

when he got to a free state he would go to saving ~ money 

and never spend a single cent, and when he got enough he 

would buy his wife, which was owned on a farm close to ~.,here 

Miss Watson lived; and then they would both work to buy the 

two children, and if their master wouldn't sell them, they'd 

get an Ab'litionist to go and steal them. (It was awful to 

hear it). 

It most froze me to hear such talk. He wouldn't 

ever dared to talk such talk in his life before. Just see 

what a difference it made in him the minute he was about 

free. It was according to the old saying, "Give a nigger an 

inch and he'll take an ell." Thinks I, this is what comes 

of my not thinking. Here was this nigger which I ha~ ~ 

good as helped to ~ away, coming out flat-footed and 

saying he would steal his children - children that belonged 

to a man I didn't even know; a man that hadn't ever done ~ 

no harm. 
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I was sorry to hear Jim say that, it was such a 

lowering of him. My conscience got to sitrring me up hotter 

than ever, until at last I says to it, "Let !:!E. on me - it 

ain't too late,yet - I'll paddle ashore at first light and 

tell." (0, it was a blessed thought! I never can tell how 

good it made me feel - 'cuz I knowed I\,las doing right, 

now). I felt easy, and happy, and light as a feather, right 

off. All my troubles was gone. I went to looking out sharp 

for a light, and sort of singing to myself. By and by one 

showed. Jim sings out: 

"We's safe Huck, \,le' s safe! Jump up and crack 

yo'heels, dat'~ do good ole Cairo at las', I jis knows it! 

('We's safe Huck, we's safe, shore's you bawn, we safe!') I 

says: "I'll take the canoe and go s~e, Jim. It mightn't be 

you know." 

He jumped up and got the canoe ready, and put his 

old coat on the bottom for me to set on, and give me the 

paddle; and as I shoved off he says: 

"Pooty soon I'll be a shout'n for joy, en I'll say, 

it's all on accounts 0' Huck; I's a free man, en I coudn't 

ever ben free ef it hadn' been for Huck; Huck done it. Jim 

won't ever forgit you, Huck; you's de bes' fren' Jim's ever 

had; en you's de only fren' ole Jim's got now. 

good heart 0' you, Huck!") 

(0 bless de 

"I was paddling off, all in a sweat to tell on him; 

but when he says this, it seemed to kind of take the tuck 



26 

all out of me. (It kind of unsettled me, and I couldn't 

seem to tell whether I was doing right or doing wrong.) I 

went along slow then, and I warn't right down certain 

whether I was glad I started out or whether I warn't. When 

I was of-iof-ty-y·e:re"S-eof.£ (a hundred and fifty yards off), Jim 

sings out across the darkness and says: 

'Dah you goes, de ole true Huck; de only white 

genlman dat ever kept his promise to ole Jim.' 

"Well, I just felt sick. But I says, I got to do it 

- I can't get out of it. Right then, along comes a skiff 

with two men in it, with guns, and they stopped and I 

stopped. One of them says: 

'What's that, yonder?' 

'A piece of a raft,' I says. 

'Do you belong on it?' 

'Yes, sir.' 

'Any men on it?' 

'Only one, sir.' 

'Well, there's five niggers run off tonight, up 

yonder about the head of the bend. Is your man white or 

black?' 

I didn't answer up prompt. I tried to, but the 

words wouldn't come. I tried, for a secqnd or two, to brace 

up and out with it, but I warn't man enough - hadn't the 

spunk of a rabbit. I see I was weakening. (The man says, 

'Come, answer up - is he white or black?' - then I hear the 
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voice across the water a-saying, 'De good ole Huck, de good 

ole Huck!' -se-~-~-tl-S"t-~.rv~-\:lf>--t-:.,..-:i.:fl"3~-.a£.Q-4:l~.a-RQ-.sa:f.s and I 

just let go and give up and says:) 

, He's whi te. ' 

'(It took you a good while to get it out.) I reckon 

we'll go and see for ourselves.' 

'(0) I ~ish you would,' says I, 'because it's pap 

that's there, and maybe you'd help me to \,1 the raft ashore 

where the light is. He's sick - (he's awful sick) - and so 

Mary Ann, (and the baby).' 

'Oh, the devil! We're in a hurry, boy. But I 

s 'ppose we've got to. Come·· buckle to your paddle, and 

let's get going.' 

"I buckled to my paddle (like Sam Hill, and says, 'I 

GBorge! In luck at last!') and they laid into their oars. 

\vhen we had made -a--s-t~eke-~--t-we- (gone about a hundred 

yards), I says: 

'Pap'll be obleeged to you, I can tell you, I can 

tell you. Everybody goes away when I want them to help me 

two the raft ashore, and I can't do it by myself. 

"Well, that's infernal mean." (And pretty soon he 

says: "Looky here!) - it's odd, too. Say, boy, what's the 

matter with your father?" 

"It's the - a - the - well, it ain't anything much." 

They stopped pulling. It warn't but a might little ways to 

the raft, now. One says: 
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"Boy that's a lie. What is the matter with you pap? 

Answer up square, now, and it'll be the better for you." 

(Blubbering - a stage direction) "I wili, sir, I 

will, honest - but don't leave us, please. It's the - the -

gentlemen, if you'll only pull ahead, and let me heave you 

the head line, you won't have to come a-near the raft -

please do." 

"Set her back, John, set her back! says one. They 

backed water. Keep away, boy - keep to the looard. 

Confound it, I just expect the wind has blowed it to us. 

Your pap's got the smallpox, and you know it precious well. 

Why didn't you come out and say so? Do you want to spread 

it allover?" 

"Well," says I, a-bi:nbber±n9 "I've told everybody 

before and then (and then and then) - they just went away 

and left us." (Bellows - stage direction) 

"Poor devil, there's something in that. We are 

right down sorry for you, but we, - well, hang it, we don't 

want the smallpox, you see. Look here, I'll tell you what 

to do. Don't try to land by yourself, or you'll smash 

everything to pieces. You float along down about twenty 

miles and you'll come to a to\,1n on the left-hand side of the 

river. It will be long after sunup, then, and when you ask 

for help, you tell them your folks are down with chills and 

fever. Don't be a fool again, and let people guess what is 

the matter. New-wel~e-~~¥4R~-~e-ee-¥eQ-a-k4ReRe££-£e-¥eQ 
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jHS~-~H~-~weH~Y-ffi4±es-ae~weeR-HST-~Ra~~S-a-SQQQ-gQ¥.--~t 

wott%dn~t-do-any-~ood-to-%and-yonder-where-~he-%±~h~-±~--

4~~S-QHJ¥-a-weee-¥aFeT--Sa¥T-~-~e€keR-¥eYF-~a~RQ*!S-PQQ~, 

ana-~~m-bottnd-to-say-he~s-±n-pretty-hard-~ack~--Here-=-I~rr 

pnt-a-twenty-do~far-go~d-p±ece-on-th±s-board,-and-yott-get-~e 

waeR-~e-£~ea~~-by. I feel mighty mean to leave you, but my 

kingdom! it won't do to fool with small pox, don't you see? 

"He~ei-eR7-PaF1te~7!!-says-~fte-o~ner-mani'-unerel.s-a 

~weR~y-ee-~He-en-efte-ooa~d-£o~-me~--Sood-oye,-5ey,-yeH-ae-as 

MF ... -PaFker-~e~ei-yel:!7-aRd-yel:!.!.~%-5e-a%%-~~~he." 

"'Pfta~.!.s-!!e,-ml'-5ey - good-bye, good-bye. If you see 

any runaway niggers, you get help and nab them, and you can 

make some money by it." 

"Good-bye, sir," says I, "I won't let no runaway 

niggers bet by me if I can help it." 

They went off and I got aboard the raft, feeling bad 

and low, because I knowed very well !. had done wrong, and I 

see it warn't no use for me to try to learn to do right; a 

body that don't get started right when he's little, ain't 

got no show - when the pinch comes there ain't nothing to 

back him up and keep him to his work, and so he gets beat. 

Then I thought a minute, and says to muself, hold on -

s 'pose you'd done right and give Jim up; T,olOuld you feel 

better than what you do now? No, says I, I'd feel bad - I'd 

feel just the same way I do now. (As fur as I can see, a 

conscience is put in your just ot object to whatever you do 
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do, dom~t make no difference what it is.) Well, then, says 

I, what's the use o'learning to do right, when it's 

troublesome to do right, and ain't no trouble to do wrong, 

and the wages is just the same? I was stuck. I couldn't 

answer that. So I reckoned I wouldn't bother no more about 

it, but after this always do \'lhichever come handiest at the 

time. 

Let us now examine the changes that Twain introduced 

into the written version to achieve the oral style. 

Evidently, that which he added to the original text served 

to expand or enlarge the drama of the moment. Huckleberry 

Finn's literary appeal, asserts Leland Roloff, is that 

"through the eyes and language of Huck, the reality hidden 

behind the hypocricies and false pieties is given high 

visibility."30 Twain added the oral appeal in order to 

increase the visibility of this false morality. He may. have 

felt that such was necessary to insure that even the lowest 

intellect of each assembly could understand the satire. For 

instance, in paragraphs "g" through "k," when Huck decides 

to leave the raft at first sight and turn Jim in, Twain 

added so much to Huck's decision and Jim's subsequent 

testing of it that he diminished the crispness of the 

satire. In short, he filled in the enthymeme for his 

audience. 

Another example of enlarging the drama was in 

Twain's peculiar substitution of the word "sword" for "shot 
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" in paragraph "e." A reason for such a change would have 

been Twain's desire to make that metaphor more symbolically 

powerful, since a sword penetrates a body more slowly and 

painfully than a shot. This would better symbolize the 

moral pain that Huck was suffering because of his ill 

conscience. The change also gave him a possible gesture to 

employ. 

Some of the most peculiar alterations Twain made in 

converting the written style to an oral one deal with 

distance. In the written version of Huckleberry Finn, when 

Huck paddles away from the raft to "tell" on Jim, Huck says, 

"When I was fifty yards off"31 (paragraph "k"), but in 

the oral version Twain increases the distance. Huck says, 

"When I was a hundred and fifty yards off."32 This is 

not singularly peculiar. Twain does it elsewhere. In the 

wri tten version of Roughing It, the "Genuine ~1exican Plug" 

bucks him "into the air a matter of three or four feet," but 

in the "Roughing It"33 lecture he says it "shot me 180 

yards into the air." 

Likewise, in the "Jumping Frog" story Jim Smiley 

picks up the frog, turns him upside down, and he "belched 

out a double handful of shot."34 In the oral version 

Smiley reports a "double hatful."3S· These changes may 

be the result of Twain's cartooning effect that he felt was 

necessary for oral storytelling, but not so necessary in 

writing. In any case, he succeeded in exaggerating the 
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drama or humor of the moment, whichever was his purpose. 

Overall, the additions to the text probably made 

Twain's impromptu narration technique applicable in reading, 

too. He lingered more on the segments when Huck and his 

conscience were in conflict than he did in the written 

version. Lengthening those passages made it easier to 

convey the turmoil that Huck was experiencing, and to act as 

though the decisions he made were truly spontaneous. 

Besides adding to the text, substituting words and 

exaggerating"phrases, Twain also underlined a great many 

words or parts of words. These ·numerous underlinings 

served, of course, to emphasize the sure communication or 

stress of a specific idea. As he once said to W.D. Howells 

after hearing him read, '!you sent your daintiest and most 

delicate and fleeting points home to that audience -

absolute proof of good reading."36 Twain's markings 

were designed to insure that he, like Howells, would 

communicate every meaning and feeling of the text. Some

times he underlined a word only for the sake of that word's 

grammatical purpose, such as if the word modified a 

preceding phrase. Some of the underlinings include only a 

syllable or part of a word. Such is the case with Jim's 

word "bawI].," meaning "born." The "aw" is stressed in 

observing Jim's dialect.37 

Finally, that which Twain excluded from the oral 

version is significant. He excluded any segment that 
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interfered with the steady crescendo, climax, and denoument 

of the story. He deleted the first one-and-a-half 

paragraphs because they were not important to the plot. He 

replaced those paragraphs with a brief introduction that was 

designed to be read, a procedure he would later alter. 38 

Similarly, he excluded the episode in which Mr. Parker and 

his friend each gave Huck twenty dollars. In quiet reading 

at home, it is a pleasant diversion from the plot, but in a 

presentational setting where time is important, every word 

and sentence must be weighed. Since all t~at was truly 

significant to Twain was Huck's fight with his conscience, 

his decision to "tell" and turn Jim in, the testing of that 

decision, and Huck's final victorious round with his 

conscience; all else was extraneous. 

Twain's editing reinforces some important fundamen

tals of oral interpretation. It teaches that intense study 

of the literature to be presented, artistic care in tracing 

the development of the plot, never allowing the desired 

effect to escape attention, and consideration of minute 

nuances in word stress and rythym, precede any effective 

rendering of the literature. 

Twain's Later Readings and Theories of Reading 

Twain became enchanted with the poetry of Robert 

Browning in the late eighties. Before he would read 

Browning's work even to his house guests, he studied them 
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with great care, just as the reading tour had taught him to 

do.39 This habit was advantageous as he prepared for 

his World Tour of 1895, a tour he undertook to relieve 

himself of numerous creditors. By this time, he had 

collected a repertoire of seventy-five readings. 40 

One of these was the "Jumping Frog" story, which, a study of 

the manuscript reveals, he edited as he had edited 

Huckleberry Finn in 1884. Only the frogs' contest is 

included. The humorous side-stories about the "fifteen 

minute nag" and "Andrew Jackson," the incredible dog, are 

excluded. 41 

Another popular selection, "His Grandfather's Old 

Ram" was completely rewritten to achieve the oral style and 

convert it into what Twain called "flexible talk. II· Twain 

said that for reasons too evasive for him to establish, "one 

version will recite and the other one won't."42 still, 

the effect of this rewriting was the same effect he 

accomplished by rewriting other stories. Twain enlarged the 

drama, deleted unnecessary episodes, and made himself 

comfortable with the text. Further, the use of "I" and the 

indefinite "you" are far more prevalent in the oral version. 

This observation is common in present studies contrasting 

oral and written styles. 43 

Twain truly advanced, however, in the realm of 

introductions for individual selections. In 1899, in 

Vienna, he discovered what he considered to be a wonderful 
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break-through in the art. of reading. He walked onto the 

stage carrying the book with him and began his chosen 

selection. After reading only a few lines he remembered 

that something needed to be explained if the reading were to 

be appreciated, so he stopped, made the needed comments, and 

these comments led him back into the text at the point where 

he had stopped reading. He con.tinued from that point 

without referring to the text, using it instead as something 

with which to gesture while he held it in his hand. Twain 

called this "the new dodge, and the best one that has ever 

been invented."44 He had discovered the value of 

contrasting the formal reading with an informal 

introduction, rather than having an introduction, to be 

read, written into the text. And equally important, Twain 

befriended the literature by simply having it with him. He 

felt, however, that it worked because he was through with 

the reading before anyone knew he had started; hence the 

name, "the new dodge." 

Reading in the Dark Years 

When Susy, Twain's favorite daughter, died in 1896, 

he entered into what has come to be called his cynical or 

dark years. During this latter period of his life, when he 

was writing vicious satire about the most sacred of 

subjects, it appears that he used oral reading as a means of 

testing the power of his writings, to ascertain their degree 
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of offensiveness in case they needed tempering before going 

to the press. 

Isabel Van Kleek Lyon, Twain's personal secretary 

during the seven years preceding his death, recorded many 

experiences in which she witnessed Twain read or speak. 

Lyon lived in the house with Twain after his wife died, 

along with his two daughters, Clara and Jean. She was his 

house manager, his friend, his game partner, his late-night 

nurse and listener, and, in every sense, his comrad. In 

many ways her unpublished memoirs reveal that she knew a 

side of Twain that not even Albert Bigelow Paine, his 

official biographer, was privy to. Consequently, Lyon's 

memoirs are the chief source of information on Twain's 

reading in his final years. As an historian, however, her 

writings on Twain, both of his public and private life, lack 

objectivity because of her extreme admiration for the man. 

Her objectivity was clouded by her awareness of his 

greatness; but then, many historians and critics of the time 

fell victim to Twain's charm as well. 

Concerning Twain's use of reading aloud as a means 

of editing his writing, Lyon wrote the following: 

It was yesterday that Mr. Clemens read King 
Leopold's soliloquy, to Mrs. Crane and me. 
Breathless we sat and were weak with emotion 
when he finished the bald, truthful statements 
that rolled from Leopold's vicious lips. 
Horribly, too horrible picturesque it is, and 
Mr. Clemens will cut out some of it. It's a 
pity too, but I suppose it would be too strong 
a diet for people and governments. 45 
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Of course, Twain's wife, Livy, had always been his first 

editor. In her final years, however, before her death in 

1904, she was ill and confined to bed much of the time. 

Lyon's diary indicates that, following Livy's death, these 

parlor readings became more frequent. It may be that Twain 

relied on oral readings of manuscripts to help him edit them 

when Livy was unable to. 

In conversation with Lyon, Twain revealed his belief 

that when one heard a text read aloud he experienced an 

entirely different dimension from that of reading silently. 

He said: 

You hear a manuscript read aloud and you get at the 
author's thought underlying it -- or reading aloud 
is like the flight of a bird -- the idea is here -
and it's gone -- and you can't catch it again 
whereas if you're reading to yourself you can g046 
back. 

Twain has touched here upon the literary analysis value of 

reading aloud, and in addition, proved his awareness of the 

novelty of any speech act. 

Lyon, upon first hearing Twain read, felt that she 

had witnessed a novel entertainment. She reported: 

I have never heard him read any of his writings be
fore and he is at his best then. Today he was won
derful. Thrilled with the tremendous interest of 
the naked Czar's soliloquy, his voice shook with 
emotion. It is the strangest thing he has ever 
written, and you reach the power of him only when 
you hear him read into his mighty words the sound 
of the thing as it stands to him. 47 

As it turned out, this was not to be a unique experience for 

the secretary. In the following years she witnessed Twain 
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readings at home and elsewhere on numerous· occasions. After 

pne such reading she wrote: 

This afternoon we went over to Mrs. Peck's, for 
last night the king (Lyon's affectionate name for 
Twain) said he would read Kipling over there to 
Col. Graham, and the someone elses ran up to about 
1S. Those people had never, never heard anything 
of the real Kipling before, for as Mr. Chamberlain 
said: there isn't anyone else in the world who 
can read between the lines as the King can. 48 

Lyon was not the only ardent fan of Twain's reading. 

In 1909 Twain received an appreciative tribute to his 

reading from a woman identified only as Betsy, apparently 

one of Lyon's friends. She wrote a Kipling-like ballad to 

thank him for the experience. The following is the third 

stanza: 

When the King reads Kipling 

When the king reads Kipling 
There's a hush falls on the room 
In the twilight's darkening gloom 
And our hearts are strangely lifted to some 

distant purple heights 
Where we catch a glorious vision of the soul's 

heroic might; 
Where we hear the cries of anguish that come 
sobbing through the night. 
And we feel the tragic shadow that makes great 

joys complete, 
For we are borne up to the mountains where 

two great poets meet 
When the King reads Kipling. 49 

Twain sent a reply to Betsy saying that he could not 

"read it aloud, my voice breaks."SO Perhaps he referred 

to the quality. The gesture was nevertheless appreciated 

and proves that others very much appreciated his enter-

taining and educating them through his oral interpretation 
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Other than Browning and Kipling, Twain enjoyed 

reading Shakespeare aloud. Lyon said that "anything he 

reads is a revealing of the unseen or unprinted thought of 

writer ••. the mind of the King ••• pictures all that 

the author might have said, but didn't, quite."S1 Such 
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was Twain's reading of .Shakespeare. For Lyon, he brought it 

to life: ,iHis reading of Shakespeare is the individual 

presentation of each character, and the masterly, conscious 

worship of the superb English of the matchless plays."S2 

Twain read aloud in his final years not only 

critically to analyze his own works and to help others 

understand and appreciate the works of authors such as 

Kipling, Browning, and Shakespare, but mostly for personal 

enjoyment. His parlor readings provided him with the joy of 

being on the platform when he was too old and tired to 

suffer the physical rigors of the circuit. Of those fortu

nate few who heard the readings, at least one was aware of 

the privilege the enjoyed. Lyon wrote, "We are rarely 

treated by fate, and we are aware of it. We do not hold 

cheaply any hour of any day; nor any act or presence of the 

King."S3 
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CHAPTER 3 

MARK TWAIN'S RHETORICAL PERSONA 

The concept of persona has been largely neglected in 

rhetorical criticism. Certainly it has been discussed under 

the rubrics of ethos and image, which are rightfully aspects 

of persona, but rar~ly as an issue unto itself. When it has 

been addressed, as in Edwin Black's excellent essay, "The 

Second Persona," the stress has been on theoretical and 

philosophical perspectives, not actual application. 

The manipulation and maintenance of a public self 

raises comple·x problems for the rhetor. First is the 

problem of sincerity. How does one retain a high level of 

ethos while presenting a false self? Second, the rhetor 

must endure constraints in the historical development of 

his public self. Third, he must cope with the fear of 

unmasking when or if the public self is radically different 

from the private self. He, in some ways, becomes a prisoner 

of his own persona. 

All of these problems are illustrated in the career 

of Mark"Twain, a writer and lecturer characterized by the 

creation and maintenance of a variety of literary, dramatic 

and professional roles. This chapter examines the creation 

and evolution of the Mark Twain persona and the changes it 
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endured because of new audiences and political climates, and 

the need of Samuel Clemens to be actively involved in the 

anti-imperialist and anti-Tammany Hall movements of the 

early twentieth century. 

The etymology of persona reveals rich and varied 

roots. Robert C. Eliott calls it a "vexed question." He 

reports that scholars have attempted to derive the word from 

prosopon (Greek, meaning mask), from personand (sounding 

through), and from peri soma (around the body). "Whatever 

the uncertainties about derivation," believes Eliott, 

"there is no question that, in Latin, persona refers 

originally to a device of transformation and concealment on 

the theatrical stage."1 

Though the word originated on the classical stage, 

little time elapsed before it was applied to the rhetor. 

Cicero lamented that his persona "invited the attacks of 

the wicked."2 Gordon Allport, investigating Cicero's 

writings, discovered that he used persona in four ways: 

a. as one appears in life (but not as one really 
is) ; . 

b. the part someone (e.g., a philosopher) plays in 
life; 

c. an assemblage of personal qualities that fit a 
man for his work; 

d. distinction and dignity (as in style of wri
ting).3 . 

Once persona was applied to the rhetor, it was 

a natural progression for it to be used in study of 

literature, anthropology, sociology, religion, and 



philosophy. The early Christian church used persona 

in describing the three-fold nature of the Trinity. 4 . 

Kant made persona the core of his ethical systemS 

and Jung wrote that persona was "'only a mask of the 

collective psyche ••• '''6 We can even observe its 

ubiquitous influence in our grammar, i.e. first person, 

second person, third person. Elliott has noted that 

"over the 'last two generations the word has become as~o

cia ted with a way of interpreting literary texts that can 

only be called revolutionary."7 Why, then, has it 

been neglected in rhetorical criticism? Perhaps it is 

because the rhetor is more clearly the speaker of the 

rhetorical text than the author is the speaker of the 

literary text. Or, perhaps we in rhetorical criticism 

have come to see persona and image as synonymous. A final 

possibility for the neglect is that the resources that 

might reveal a clear distinction between the rhetor's 

public and private personae are generally unavailable. 

If the latter is the primary cause for the lack of persona 

analysis in rhetorical criticism, then Twain provides an 

ideal case for such a study. He not only struggled with 

the maintenance of a public and private self, he talked 

about the struggle openly. Therefore, an investigation 

of Twain's rhetorical persona should prove beneficial to 

rhetorical scholars. 
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In "The Second Persona" Edwin Black writes, "~ve have 
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learned to keep continuously before us the possibility, and 

in some cases the probability, that the author implied by 

the discourse is an artificial creation; a persona, but not 

necessarily a person." B Any study of Mark Twain's 

speaking must heed Black's admonition. Mark Twain was the 

artificial creation of Samuel Clemens, the persona so 

evident in both his speaking and writing. Clemens nurtured 

the persona for over fifty years, consistently refining and 

protecting him, and even talking about him as a separate 

entity, motivating some scholars to postulate a near schizo

phrenic split between Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain. 9 

The Early Personae 

Samuel Clemens began experimenting with a variety 

of literary personae when he was just sixteen. He was 

working as a typesetter for the Hannibal Courier when 

the editor's (his brother, Orion) absence allowed him to 

publish approximately forty of his own articles. Everett 

Emerson carefully studied Sam's original efforts and con

cluded that they were mainly "verses, burlesques, and local 

items."10 

Several are signed 'We Epaminondas Adrastus Per

kins,' who later became simply 'Blab' or signed his pieces 

by his initials, W.E.A.P. "'Historical Exhibition--A No. 

1 Ruse' is such a piece, an anticipation of the confidence 

games played by the Duke and the King in Huckleberry 



Finn •••• Some other pieces, mostly very brief, use 

the pen names of the Rambler, the Grumbler, and Peter 

Pencilcase's son, John Snooks."11 

Shortly after Orion returned to the paper, he 

awarded Sam his own column. This did not seem to satis

fy Sam's Bohemian spirit. Like many teenagers of that 

period, he dreamed of seeing the world beyond his village. 

Unlike his peers, however, Sam was a journeyman printer 

and therefore possessed a marketable skill that enabled 

him to pursue his dream. 

Telling his mother that he was going to visit his 

sister, Pamela Sue Moffett, in st. Louis, he traveled in

stead to New York City. Only after arriving in New York 

did he inform his mother of his change in plans and of his 

intention to live there. 

For a year and a half he supported himself as a 

typesetter and lived in New York, Philadelphia, and Wash

ington D.C.12 This time was significant in the life 
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of the author for at least two reasons. First, his letters 

to the family give us a previe\,l of the narrative technique 

that he would later employ in his travel books, that of 

providing his own unique reaction to peoples and places. 

This is true with one exception. There does not 

appear to be any overt attempt at humor anywhere in the 

letters. Sometimes they are amusing, but orie senses that 

Sam was trying sincerely to communicate the substance of 



what he saw. Humor was not his central purpose. This is. 

illustrated in a letter that he wrote to Orion from 

Philadelphia~ 

••• I counted 27 cannons (6 pounders) planted in 
the edge of the sidewalk in water st. the other day. 
They are driven into the ground about a foot, wfth 
the mouth end upwards. A ball is driven fast into 
the mouth of each to exclude water. They look like 
so many posts. They were put there during the war. 
I have also seen them planted in this manner round 
the old churches in New York.13 

The letters contain many similar descriptions that 
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are devoid of humor, except for accidental flashes. Sam is 

concerned with the facts and only approaches humor by means 

of his natural tendency to make unusual comparisons, such as 

saying that the cannons "look like so many posts." As his 

pieces for the Hannibal Courier demonstrate, Sam created 

a persona when he wished to create humor. There is no ludi-

crous persona in these letters so we can surmise that enter-

taining was not his concern. In his travel books he learned 

to blend information and humor for the benefit of his 

readers. 

The second reason that this period in Twain's life 

is significant is that it allowed him the freedom to pursue 

his informal education. His personal notebooks indicate 

that he was teaching himself French at this time. 14 In 

a letter to his sister, he wrote that he spent his evenings 

at "a free printer's library containing more than 4,000 

volumes ••. "15 Justin Kaplan wrote, "For young 



Clemens, ..• the printing office, together with the 

itinerants life, was the poor boy's college; the winds of 

the world .•• blew through the. sleepiest provincial 

establishment, not to mention the composing rooms of 

the great city newspapers."16 

Here it is prudent, for the sake of accuracy, to 

note that Sam did not yet see himself as a writer. 

Obviously, it was an exercise that he very much enjoyed, 

but for the most part, he considered himself a printer. 

He was proud of his profession and wished to pursue it. 

After his year and a half in the East, Sam 

returned to the Midwest and accepted a typesetting 

position offered by Orion. This was in Keokuk, Iowa. 

Sam held the job for eighteen months and wrote little. 

He did, however, deliver his first formal speech while 

in Keokuk. He spoke at a printer's banquet in celebration 

of the 150th anniversary of Benjamin Franklin's birth. 

Unfortunately, no text of the speech has survived, but 

the Gate City reported that it was "replete with wit 

and humor."17 

The Letters of Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass 
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In 1856, Sam left Keokuk intending to go to South 

America to make his fortune in coca leaves, the source from 

which cocaine is extracted. He planned to finance the 

journey, at least in part, with a contract to provide travel 
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letters to the Keokuk Post.1'8 Though he never made 

it to the Amazon to trade in coca leaves,19 he did write 

three letters for the Post. The letters introduced a 

persona that began to resemble Mark Twain. For these, Sam 

concocted the npm-de-plume, Thomas Jefferson Snodgrass. The 

letters reveal a persona who is ignorant of "proper behav

ior" and whose."innocence leads to misadvenutures."20 

Sam's technique in the Snodgrass letters is a 

reversal of the approach he used for his Hannibal 

Courier pieces. In those he depicted know-it-all 

Easterners being taken to the cleaners by ignoran~ villa

gers. Conversely, Snodgrass is an ignorant villager who 

is humiliated by city sophisticates. Yet he is unaware 

of his ignorance and continually threatens to bring the 

wrath of Keokuk to bear upon st. Louis. 

Particularly is the second of the Snodgrass 

letters important. More clearly than the other two, 

it foreshadows not only the detail of the travel books, 

as did Sam's letters to the family, but it also demon

strates a skillful use of exaggeration and burlesque. 

Charles Honce \'lrote: "The Sam Clemens . who wrote 

these letters is not the Mark Twain of later years; yet 

this early work has guts and gusto, a robust and broad 

humor, and a hint of the particular brand of Twain exag

geration that was later to make him famous."21 

In the second letter, Snodgrass reports on his 



journey from Keokuk to Chicago. He leaves Keokuk on a 

riverboat and describes the experience using hyperbole and 

personification. 

Finally, that then fast packet quit ringing her 
bell, and started down the river--but she hadn't 
gone mor'n a mile, till she run clean up on top 
of a sand bar, whor she stuck till plum one o'clock, 
spite of the Captain's swearin--and they had to set 
the whole crew to cussin at last, afore they got her 
off. That sand bar was a aggravating thing, anyhow, 
as we was runnin a race with a carpet bag, who cal
culated it was good exercise to walk to Quincy [the 
next stop on the route], and he got about a half 
days start on us. However, when we did get off, you 
ought to a seen that old steamboat slinging sand 
with with them wheels of hern. She'd get her Irish 
up now, and din't keer a scratch for bars and nothin 
else--and away she went walkin down the river on 
four inches of water, and jumpin over three acre 
patches of dry land, jest as though she had legs. 
The old man and her had a mighty tight race of it, 
and she only saved herself by takin a nigh cut 
across the bottom, comin iin fifteen minutes 
ahead.22 
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The Snodgrass persona resulted from the influence of 

an entire school of pseudo-ignorant writing that sprang up 

in rural America in the early 19th century. It was charac-

terized by misspelled words, poor grammar, and cultures in 

collision. Emerson called this school "the literary comedi-

ans" and cited specifically William Tappen Thompson as one 

who clearly influenced the Snodgrass persona. Thompson 

wrote Major Jones's Sketches of Travel, published in 

1847.23 

The pen name has a long history in English 

literature. It was used by female writers in the 18th 

century as a matter of routine. Emily Bronte was Currer 



Bell and Marian Evans became George Eliot. In the English 

theatre the Earl of Shaftesbury and others took 'common

er's names.' On the American side, the first internation

ally acclaimed writer, Washington Irving, used the name 

Jonathon Oldstyle to simulate a provincial Yankee of the 

old school so as to give himself 'permission' to make fun 

of the sleepy Dutch villages along the Hudson. To chide 

them in his own dignified Tory self he would have lowered 

himself. 
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Sam Clemens appeared to have an interest in writing 

a travel book as early as age 20. After all, it was a 

popular genre of the period. In the second of the Snodgrass 

letters we see a hint of Sam's interest in such a work. 

Snodgrass writes: "You know arter [after] going down there 

to st. Louis, and seein' so many wonderful things, I wanted 

to see more--so I took a notion to go a travelin, so as to 

see the world, and then write a book about it--a kind of 

daily journal like--and have all in gold on the back of it, 

'Snodgrass Dierrera,'or somethin of that kind, like other 

authors that visits forren parts."24 

The Mark Twain persona of The Innocents Abroad 

functioned similarly to that of Snodgrass. He was a repre

sentative of backward America who traveled to the cultural 

capitals of the world and found them wanting. He and his 

often fabricated companions ridiculed the classic wonders 

of Europe and the Middle East, demonstrating that America 



had better things to offer. 

Snodgrass and Twain were separated only by social 

strata. Snodgrass, less educated than Twain, wrote to 

his fellow villagers of the pretentious culture of st. 

Louis. Mark Twain wrote to his fellow Americans, who in 

some sense lived in the Hannibal of the world, of the 

pretentious European and Middle-Eastern cultures. Yet 

when he played the extraordinarily ignorant traveler, he 

warned the reader that he was about to don that persona 

in order to frustrate the guides. 

Though he does not misspell words in The Inno

cents Abroad, Twain does enjoy playing the ignorant 

one. He sustains his habit, so prevalent in the Snodgrass 

letters, of assigning meaning to new words he encountered 

based on their most popular connotative use. The he pro-
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ceeds to build metaphors based on the erroneous definitions, 

and by means of the metaphors, makes the true meaning 

ridiculous. 

In telling the story of Abelard and Heloise, Twain 

writes: 

She lived with her uncle Fulbert, a canon of the 
cathedral in Paris. I do not know what a canon 
of a cathedral is, but that is what he was. He 
was nothing more than a sort of mountain howitzer, 
likely, because they had no heavy artillery in those 
days. Suffice it, then, that Heloise lived with her 
uncle the howitzer, and was happy.25 

Twain fostered this comedic technique all of his 

days. It was his way of assuring his largely uneducated 
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audience that he had not sold out to the lofty society with 

whom he associated and even lived. He assured his readers, 

to paraphrase Kipling, "that though he walked with Kings, 

he had not lost the common touch." 

This dualism had great appeal throughout the Victor

ian era. The idea of the simple agrarians who are really 

wiser than the great folk of the world appeared in Geothe 

and other major writers throughout the Romantic period. 

We continue to see Twain's tremendous concern for 

just the proper persona in Roughing It. After he had 

produced nearly 300 pages of the original manuscript, he 

began again because he was dissatisfied with the persona 

of the narrator. 26 

Roughing It reveals influences of the Snodgrass 

letters. In the short story, "Buck Fanshaw's Funeral," 

Twain relies on the old technique of creating humor by 

incongruity and contrast. In "Buck Fanshaw's Funeral," 

representative members of divergent cultures collide. A 

young minister fresh out of an Eastern theological semin

ary is confronted by Scotty Briggs, a true and hardened 

Westerner out of the mining country. Scotty wants to 

arrange a funeral for his departed friend, Buck Fanshaw. 

Scotty tells the minister, "Why you see we are in a bit 

of trouble, and the boys thought maybe you would give us 

a lift if we'd tackle you - that is, if I've got the 

rights of it and you are the head clerk of the doxology 



works next door." 

The minister is perplexed, but explains that he 

is "the spiritual adviser of the little company of be

lievers whose sanctuary adjoins these premises." 

Scotty, in turn, is confused by the minister's 

words. They both strive desperately to understand each 

other, despite the cultural barriers. The minister even 

attempts to resolve the misunderstanding by asking Scotty 
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if he would mind restricting himself "to categorical 

statements of fact unencumbered by obstructing accumulations 

of metaphor and allegory." 

Of course, the minister's erudite manner of trying 

to eradicate the barriers confuses still further an already 

confused situation. Scotty and the minister grope their 

vlay along and finally reach an understanding so that Buck 

Fanshaw can be buried in style. 27 

As previously illust~ated in The Innocents 

Abroad, it is apparent that Twain achieved a level of 

sophistication in "Buck Fanshaw's Funeral" that is rarely 

glimpsed in the Snodgrass letters. The comedic strategies 

are the same, but the execution is far more elegant. 

The Nevada-California Years 

To understand the changes that transformed Snodgrass 

into Twain, it is essential that the influence of the Ne

vada-California years by carefully scrutinized. 
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That Sam never made it to South America to trade in 

coca leaves and that he instead met Horace Bixby who trained 

him as a riverboat pilot is a story that he and his biogra

phers have told many times. When the river was closed to 

free traffic by the Civil War, Sam headed West to the Nevada 

territory (then called Washoe) with his brother Orion. 

President Licoln had appointed Orion secretary to James Nye, 

the territorial governor, and Sam t~gged along. 28 

Upon arriving in Carson City, 26-year-old-Sam im

mediately contracted mining fever. He pursued one dream 

claim after another in this land that he said resembled 

"a singed cat." Failure at mining drove him to journalism. 

This did not happen in a direct fashion. Having depleted 

whatever funds he had, and wishing to continue his pursuit 

of instant wealth, Sam wrote two letters tq the Terri

torial Enterprise of Virginia City in hopes that he could 

make a few dollars to buy prospecting supplies. The editor 

liked Josh's (another of Sam's early pseudonyms) fledgling 

attempts at humor. He not only accepted Josh's letters 

for print, he also offered Sam a reporter's post. Once 

on the staff, the quality of Sam's writing catapulted him 

to a position of substitute feature writer for Dan DeQuille 

(the pseudonym for the regular feature writer), who returned 

to the East for a vacation. 

It was while working for the Territorial Enter

prise that Sam finally put his string of former pseudo-
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nyms to rest and settled on the one that would be recognized 

around the world in fifty short years. The name, "Mark 

Twain," Sam borrowed from a Captain Sellers who had been a 

colleage of his on the Mississippi. Though Sam never met 

Sellers personally, he did read his articles, published 

under the name of Mark Twain in the Picayune of New 

Orleans. When Sam learned of Sellers death, he willed 

himself the title and guarded it jealously. In fact, 

by the end of his life, "Mark Twain" was so well known 

and so often pirated that he was forced to copyright 

it. 29 

Twain's work on the Territorial Enterprise is 

significant to his biographers due chiefly to his adopting 

the Mark Twain nom de plume while working there. To 

this study, it is a significant period because we see the 

clear emergence of Mark Twain's rhetorical persona for the 

first time. Twain's rhetorical persona, as it would do 

often when left unchecked, reaped a great deal of trouble 

from the start. To be more precise, it was probably 

responsible for his disappearance from Virginia City and 

San Francisco. 

What was Twain's rhetorical persona? It was the 

tone or style of his writing or speaking that he employed 

when attacking any cause which he judged to be hypocritical 

dishonest, ignorant, wayward, superstitious, prejudiced, 

or just plain ridiculous. This persona differed from the 
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humorous Mark Twain in its viciousness and in its 

unrelenting attacks on its victims. The tone is stern and 

cold and ruthless compared to the gentle Mark Twain who so 

good naturedly revealed to us our faults. The rhetorical 

persona is what many called the "dark side" of Twain when it 

surfaced in his final years. This is not to say that his 

rhetorical persona was beyond admiration. In many a writer 

this persona may have been judged less harshly. In Twain, 

the contrast between the humorous and the rhetorical Mark 

Twain was so striking that the former was called brilliant, 

and the latter, bitter. No doubt the trouble that the 

rhetorical persona caused is responsible for its phantom 

appearances and disappearances throughout Twain's life. 

In Virginia City Twain attacked the local society 

ladies who organized a benefit for the Sanitary Fund, a 

charity group akin to the modern Salvation Army or the 

Red Cross. The money raised by the society women was to 

aid the Civil War victims. As Twain was aware, however, 

that the women, indeed the entire area, were sympathetic 

to the Confederate cause, and therfore slavery, he wrote 

a scathing article hinting that the real destination of 

the money was to a "'Miscegenation Society somewhere in 

the Eas t. '" 3 0 

It was this editorial that resulted in Twain's 

alleged duel with the owner of a rival newspaper. In truth, 

the duel was never fought. Nonetheless, young .Twain knew 



his days were numbered so he packed his belongings and 

slipped out of the territory. San Francisco was his des

tination. 31 

His reputation preceded him to San Francisco 

and he was hired immediately to write local items for 

the California Call. Many scholars feel that this 

period was one in which Twain's abilities were stifled. 

True, his position on th~ Call required him to write 

mundane notices concerning legal developments in the 

San Francisco jails and courts. Today, he would be called 

a police-beat reporter. Since journalistic objectivity 
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was not in great demand at that time, Twain was probably 

not stifled to the degree that he would have been in a more 

modern era. Nigey Lennon, author of Mark Twain in Cali

fornia, said that his characteristic laziness drove him 

to "leave his information gathering unaccomplished until the 

last possible minute, and then to attempt to fill in any 

factual gaps with flashy writing in order to meet his 

deadline. "32 Such a habit would seem an excellent 

excercise in creativity. 

More significant, however, are the people with whom 

Twain associated while covering the police-beat. He talked 

with drunks, prostitutes, thieves, and all manner of small

time criminals. He witnessed immigrants jailed by virtue 

of their nationality, particularly the Chinese. Such exper

iences probably encouraged Twain's belief that the San Fran-



cisco Police Department was both prejudiced and corrupt. 

Twain once witnessed the beating of a Chinese 

laundryman while a policeman looked on and did nothing. 

Consequently, he wrote the danming editorial that had 
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been welling up inside him for months. The editorial was 

killed by the publisher who feared that it would damage the 

Call's circulation. Thus ,it must be concluded that 

Twain's rhetorical persona was stifled more than his comedic 

one while he worked for the all;33 

Since he could not rebuke the police in his own 

paper he found another way to get his message into print. 

Always given to a Tom Sawyer love of a good show, Twain 

embarrassed a sleeping policeman so severely that rival 

reporters wrote his editorial for him. 34 

Upon finding a policeman fast asleep while he was 

supposed to be walking his beat, Twain purchased a head of 

lettuce from a vegetable vendor, extracted the largest leaf 

and fanned the policeman in grand style. A crowd gathered 

to watch the spectacle. The policeman was humiliated, as 

was the entire department vlhen an account of the incident 

was published in the papers the following day .. 

Many would cite this as an example of Twain's 

love of burlesque. It is much more than that, however. 

Stifled in print, Twain showed a thorough understanding 

of the rhetorical situation. He created one. He manipula

ted the primary medium of his day from the outside as he 
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could not control it from within. This' is not significantly 

different from the strategies' of the peaceful social acti

vists of the 1960's. Like them, Twain realized that the 

rhetoric of ridicule, so prevalent 'in burlesque and satire, 

is an overwhelming force. In "The Mysterious stranger," 

which Twain wrote in his final decade, he seems to have 

reached a conclusion concerning the power.of ridicule. 

Satan says: "Against the assault of Laughter nothing 

can stand. You are always fussing and fighting with your 

other weapons: do you ever use that one? No, you leave 

it lying and rusting. As a race, do you ever use· it at 

all? No, you lack sense and courage."35 

Twain. and regimine never mixed. It was predictable 

that his tenure at the Call would be brief. His editor, 

George Barnes, finally fired him, saying, "'You're out of 

your element, Clemens. This position requires persistence 

and a certain attention to detail. I believe you are un

suited to it. Besides, you're obviously capable of greater 

things in literature. '''36 

Once again, the need to express himself freely, 

whether humorously or rhetorically, led to his dismissal. 

It seems clear that Twain's rhetorical persona forced him 

off the staffs of both the Territorial Enterprise and 

the California Call. 

He was not out of work long this time either. His 

old friend and former editor, Joe Goodman, asked him to be 



63 

the San Franciscan correspondent for the Territorial 

Enterprise. 37 Goodman wanted San Francisco explained 

to Nevadans. This arrangement no doubt appealed to Twain 

for it allowed him a steady income and an opportunity to 

write freely without having to risk employment due to irate 

readers. From this perspective, it is not surprising that 

Twain's first subject for his new column was the San 

Francisco Police Department. 

The article is titled, "What Have the Police Been 

Doing?" Twain satirically defends the department for 

accusations leveled against it concerning inadequate care 

for a seriously injured prisoner. 

The man was arrested for allegedly attempting to 

steal a sack of flour. The owner of the flour caught the 

would-be thief in the act, knocked him unconscious with a 

blow to the head, and turned him in to the police. The 

officer deposited the unconscious prisoner in a cell where 

he remained without care until his death the next morning. 

Twain's satirical defense of the police department 

takes the form of a series of rhetorical questions: 

..• Now when Ziele broke that poor wretch's 
skull the other night for stealing six bits' 
worth of flower sacks, and had him jammed into 
one of the cells in the most humorous way, do 
you think that there was anything wrong there? 
I don't • • • • 

And why shouldn't they shove that half
senseless wounded man into a cell without 
getting a doctor to examine and see how badly 
he was hurt, and consider that next day would be 
time enough, if he chanced to live that long? 



And why shouldn't the jailer let' him alone 
because he couldn't wake him - couldn't wake a 
man who was sleeping with that, calm serenity 
which is peculiar to men whose heads have been 
caved in with a club - couldn't wake such a sub
ject, but never suspected that there was anyting 
unusual in the circumstance? Why shouldn't the 
jailer do so? Why certainly - why shouldn't he? 
the man was an infernal stranger. He had no vote. 
Besides, had not the gentleman just said he stole 
some flour sacks. Ah, and if he stole four sacks, 
did he not deliberately put himself outside the 
pale of Christian sympathy by that hellish act? 
I think so. The Department think so. Therefore, 
when that stranger died at 7 in the morning, after 
four hours of refreshing slumber in that cell, with 
his skull actually split in twain from front to 
rear, like an apple, as was ascertained by post 
mortem examination, what the very devil do you 
want to go an find fault with that for? You are 
always putting in your shovel. Can't you find 
somebody to pick on besides the police? It takes 
all my time to defend them from people's 
attacks. 38 

The tone of this diatribe is markedly different 

from that of his other "light" pieces for the Enter

prise. Twain persisted in his attacks to the point that 

Martin Burke, the San Franciscan Police Chief, filed suit 

against him. 38 By the time of the suit, Twain had 

achieved his rhetorical catharsis on that matter and had 

moved on to attacking the Spirituc.:list movement then 

sweeping California. It is not clear whether Twain would 

have eventually returned to writing disparaging columns 

about the police department, despite the suit, because he 

had to leave to\,ln suddenly. 

steve Gillis, one of Twain's journalist friends, 
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mortally wounded a man in a bar brawl. The man he wounded, 



65 

as bad luck would have it, happened to be a close friend of 

Chief Burke. When Twain paid Gillis' bail, they both 

realized that when the victim died, as he surely would, 

San Francisco would not be a safe place for either of them. 

They skipped town and headed for the mining country.40 

Twain and Gillis settled in ~ngel's Camp where 

Twain heard Ben Coon's rambling rendition of a story that 

he would later improve upon. Twain sometimes referred 

to it as "a villanous back-woods sketch," as if he were 

ashamed of it. The nation, however, lionized "The Cele

brated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County." 

In Chapter II Twain's fascination with Coon's 

narrative style was illustrated so there is no need for 

elaboration here. It is important, though, that recog

nition be given to the literary productivity that Twain 

enjoyed while residing in Angel's Camp. His notebook is 

replete with story ideas that surfaced in completed form 

years later.41 Equally important to his productivity, 

and perhaps, responsible for it, was what he learned about 

the value of the persona to the success of the humorous 

tale. 

Swapping stories with men in the camp was, in all 

probability, an ideal education for the oral humorist. It 

prepared him for his successful career as a platform humor

ist, which, in turn, complimented his writing skills. John 

Barsness believes that in Twain's "writings there is plenty 



of evidence to show that novels, essays, and stories are 

in many ways only extensions of the effective methods he 

learned on the platform .••• "42 
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In addition to T~ain's exposure to Ben Coon, he 

was also entertained by another raconteur of Angel's' Camp, 

Jim Gillis. In his autobiography Twain recalled that "Jim 

was a born humorist • • • He would have been a star per

former had he been discovered and subjected to a few years' 

training with a pen."43 While staying at Jim's Cabin 

Twain listened to stories regularly. He said that Jim would 

stand in front of the fire place and "deliver himself a 

great impromptu lie - a fairy tale, and extravagant romance 

Jim always pretended that what he was relating was 

strictly history, veracious history, not romance."44 

Once again Twain seems to focus on the manner 

rather than the matter of the telling. No doubt the 

content concerned him as well, however, for he borrowed 

one story from Ben Coon and borrowed at least three from 

Gillis. These included: "The Tragedy of the Burning 

Shame" from Huckleberry Finn, "The Remarkable Tom 

Quartz" from Roughing It, and, in A Tramp Abroad, 

he used "The Blue Jay Yarn."45 

The Angel's Camp period is important for what it 

contributed to Twain's literary development. It is also 

significant, particulary to this study, because it marked 

the disappearance of Twain's rhetorical persona. Two 



events probably caused the suppression of the rhetorical 

pose: the publication of "The Celebrated Jumping Frog of 

Calaveras County," and Twain's journey to the Sandwich 

Islands (Hawaii) as a special correspondent to the 

Sacramento Union. 

When Twain returned to San Francisco in the spring 

of 1865, a letter from his famous friend, Artemus Ward, 

was waiting for him. Ward asked him to supply a story for 

his forthcoming book on "Nevada Territory Travels."46 

Fortunately for Twain, the letter was several months old. 

By the time he could write "The Jumping Frog" story it was 

too late for it to be included in Ward's ill-fated book. 

As a result, it was instead published in the Eastern 

magazine, the Saturday Press. Newspapers picked it 

up and Mark Twain became an overnight sensation. His 

reputation finally crossed the Rockies. Yet he was not 

pleased. He was unhappy that notoriety had come from 
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what he regarded as a low and pointless piece of writing. 

He had very much wanted a national reputation, but one 

that was respectable. In a letter to his mother he voiced 

these concerns: "To think that after writing many an 

article a man might be excused for thinking tolerably good, 

those New York people should single out a villanous back

woods sketch to compliment me on."47 

The publication of the "Jumping Frog" served only 

to expand Twain's reputation as "~lild Humorist of the 
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Twain took the advice to heart. From that moment 

on a sequence of events indicates that Twain tried to make 

Burlingame's admonition his personal plan for success. Just 

two years later Twain married Olivia Langdon, a wealthy and 

refined woman of Eastern culture, who insured that his 

respectable image was the one that he fostered. Livy, as 

he called her, put a damper on his drinking and on his 

profanity. Twain endured such suppression because he viewed 

himself as one who needed polish. He also had a Victorain 

idolization of women and believed that he ought not to 

engage in behaviors that would offend them. 

It is likely that the aforementioned reasons 

resulted in the disappearance of Twain's rhetorical persona 

until the turn of the century. One might argue that Huck

leberry Finn has traces of the rhetorical persona. 

Indeed it does, but it is not Mark Twain proclaiming the 

evils of slavery. It is an uneducated youth doing the dan

gerous work. Huckleberry Finn is decidedly rhetorical 

in places, but the rhetorical persona of Mark Twain is 

not taking the credit. He even warns in the beginning 

that anyone seeking a moral in the book "will be shot." 

Of course, the warning could be taking the form of irony 

to alert the reader to look for the morals. Whatever the 

case, the prefacing disclaimer made it possible for him 

to disavow any accusation that he was advancing serious 

social commentary. 
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Pacific Slope" to the East. Likely, his ambivalent feelings 

concerning his newfound fame caused him to lead a better 

life, or at least one that was safely in line with the image 

he wished to convey. If he were to alter his national 

image, he could no longer risk unleashing the rhetorical 

persona to support social causes; no more" could he sow his 

wild oats; no more could he attack society ladies, and no 

more could he lambast police departments. If he wished 

to be accepted by the refined, upper classes, which he did, 

he had to refine himself and his image. 

Twain parlayed his fame into a trip to the Sandwich 

Islands. He proposed the idea himself to the owners of the 

Sacramento Union who saw the monetary wisdom of support

ing the journey of this new celebrity. 

While in Hawaii, Twain not only furthered his fame 

by writing an exclusive report on the sea disaster of the 

"Hornet," he also met Anson Burlingame, a respected United 

States diplomat. Bulingame was on his way to China to 

assume his position as American Minister. He and Twain 

established a rapport right off. Twain enjoyed Burlingame's 

company and grew to respect him greatly. Burlingame 

advised him on his career. "You have great ability; I 

believe you have genius. What you need now is refinement 

of association. Seek companionship among men of superior 

intellect and character. Refine yourself and your work. 

Never affiliate with inferiors; always climb."48 
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The Rhetorical Persona in the Dark Years 

The best way to, distinguish Mark Twain's rhetorical 

and comedic personae during the dark years is to think in 

terms of the public and private Mark Twain. The private 

Twain, otherwise Samuel Clemens, was the rhetorical persona 

who often erupted in violent discourse at home and longed to 

do it in public as well. The public Twain, sought to pre

serve the good image that he had worked for years to create. 

At times it appears that a Freudian feud between Id and 

Super Ego raged inside Twain, but these categories are 

probably inadequate to fully distinguish the tension between 

the two sides. 

On October 1S, 1900, after nearly a decade of 

absence from America, Twain returned to New York and 

"an ovation that went on for the rest of his life." 49 

In the years that he was abroad, he had become America's 

ambassador-at-large, the prodigal son made good. Though 

previously believed by many to be little more than a 

sacreligious humorist, he was ironically made a symbol 

of all that was right and good in America. He committed 

the altruistic act of repaying his creditors in a selfish 

age. The adoration was understandable. "His career 

followed a mythic pattern of journey from poverty and 

obscurity, of mortal struggle, and of victory and 

return." SO The oral tradition that he had ridden to 

greatness finally made him a part of its tapestry. Papers 



had no serial cartoons so the public read about and told 

others of the antics of Mark Twain and other celebri

ties. 51 Twain seemed poetically aware of the myth 

he symbolized and manipulated his image dramaturgically. 
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He liked his white suits for they made him "conspicuous," 

and l1e did wish to be "the most conspicuous person on the 

planet. "52 He referred to them as "costumes." Even 

Albert Bigelow Paine, his authorized biographer a~d friend, 

was sometimes astonished by "the fullness of his love for 

the theatrical effect."53 

Twain returned to an America ripe for a spokesman. 

The milieu was rhetorical as the country was bitterly split 

over the Imperialist issue, with the Imperialists about to 

win the upper hand by electing McKinley president. 54 

The day Twain arrived reporters met him at the 

landing to solicit his opinion concerning the imperialist 

policies of McKinley. He responded by declaring himself 

an Anti-Imperialist and lambasted American intrusion in 

the Philippines, saying, "We do not intend to free but to 

subjugate those people . I am opposed to having the 

eagle put its talons on any other land."55 

Twain's comment received wide circulation in the 

press. Just a few years before, the intelligensia had 

labeled him a mere humorist, but now he became a "general 

spokesman which the public flocked to hear, whatever the 

subject."56 Suddenly, he was thrust onto the sage 



platform and he seized the post with a lifetime of ammu

nition. Gibson has pointed out that until the middle of 

1902, scarcely a month passed in which Twain did not 

"give an interview, make a speech, sign a petition or 

a pamphlet, or write a letter comdemning expansion and 

its proponents."S7 Twain's public so wished to 

hear his brand of serious commentary that William Dean 

Howells eventually warned against forgetting that his 

real genius was as a humorist.S8 
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Twain became the major champion of Anti-Imperialism. 

Yet classifying him a rhetorician misrepresents his style. 

He refused to be institutionalized. He ~ought to halt 

movements more than he supported them. His function was 

not that of actor, but rather, that of reactor. Isabel Lyon 

captured his feelings in her journal: "There are things 

to say that must meet an antagonism. He'd have to throw 

a brick and he'd have to throw it at a head."S9 Conse-

quently, Twain's position was that of national diatribist. 

Theodore Windt defines the function of the diatribe: 

The diatribe is to rhetoric what satire is to 
literature. Each attempts to reduce conven
tional beliefs to the ridiculous, thereby making 
those who support orthodoxy seem contemptible, 
hypocritical or stupid. Each seeks laughter, 
but not for its own sake. Rather, laughter 
serves as a cleansing force to purge pre-concep
tions about ideas, to redeem ignored causes, 
to deflate pomposity •• Exagerration, 
parody, incongruity, and burlesque typify each.60 
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Twain had played the diatribist as author, but not 

as speaker prior to 1900. As lecturer, he had been contin

ually saddled with the responsibility of a paying house, an 

audience that paid for his humor more than his political 

satire. With the World Tour behind him and his creditors 

paid, he could go on the stump for Anti-Imperialism with 

a clear conscience. Nontheless, the transition from 

humorist to rhetor was fraught with difficulty. As long 

as he had assumed the humorist pose, he had experienced 

no need for projecting the sincerety of the rhetor; 

instead, he had only to project a pseudo-sincerety of 

the Simon Wheeler (The "Jumping Frog" narrator) variety 

through which the audience could plainly see hi& tongue 

in his cheek. 

When he wished, however, to accomodate those 

auditors who sought his social wisdom, they had difficulty 

reading through the mask, as they were not sure which 

one he was wearing. When they realized that the Twain 

mask had been removed and that they were brought face to 

face with the unexpurgated Samuel Clemens, shock and 

offense often resulted. Thus, his rhetorical efforts were 

hampered by his having to juggle the two personae. Kaplan 

noted that "he was bound to be tormented by the distinction 

and the split, always inviduous, between the performing 

artist and man of letters, and he had no way of reconciling 

the two. "61 



Twain wrote four speeches of consequence on the 

Imperialist issue. Three of them he delivered and one he 

had published. The first was an address to an audience 

of six or seven hundred women who constituted the Public 

Education Association of New York City. 

Fatout writes that he "startled the ladies with 

his forthright anti-imperialism."62 Couched in the 

middle of an otherwise humorous address is a message from 

Samuel Clemens, the diatribist: 

Why shouldn't all the foreign powers withdraw 
from China and leave her free to attend her own 
business? 
It is the foreigners who are making all the 
trouble in China, and if they would only get out 
how pleasant everything would be! 
As far as America is concerned we don't allow the 
Chinese to come here, and we would be doing the 
graceful thing to allow China to decide whether 
she will allow us to go there. China never 
wanted any foreigners, and when it comes to the 
Boxer question I am with the Boxer every time. 
The Boxer is a patriot; he is the only patriot 
China has, and I wish him success. 63 

Twain's comments roused a cry of traitor from the 

Imperialist press. Like Diogenes, he considered such a 

response nothing less than a moral victory. It did not 

deter him, but rather spurred him on. Scarcely a month 
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passed before he delivered another speech that incensed the 

Imperialists. 

On December 10, 1900, Twain introduced Winston 

Churchill to a New York audience at the Waldorf-Astoria 

Hotel. Churchill was to speak on his experiences fighting 



the Boer War in South Africa. Unabashed, Twain launched 

his attack. 

Behold America, the refuge of the oppressed 
everywhere (who can pay ten dollars admission) 

everyone except the Chinaman - standing up 
for human rights everywhere, even helping to 
make China let people in free when whe wants 
to collect $50 from them. And how piously 
America has wrought for that open door in 
all cases where it was not her own. 
How generous England and America have been 
in not compelling China to pay exorbitantly 
for extinguished missionaries. They are 
willing to take produce for them - fire
crackers and such; while the Germans must 
have monuments and any other boodle that is 
lying around. They've made Christianity so 
expensive that China can't afford German 
missionaries anymore. 64 
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Clearly, Samuel Clemens, man of letters, had escaped 

and made it to the podium. He escaped once more before the 

year was out, too. Ironically, his most effective speech 

on the Imperialist issue he never delivered; and yet, it was 

the most widely printed. It was titled, "A Salutation-

speech from the Nineteenth Century to the Twentieth taken 

down in short-hand by Mark Twain." 

I bring you the stately matron of Christ
endom, returning bedraggled, besmirched, 
and dishonored from pirate-raids in Kiao
Chou, Manchuria, South Africa & the Phili
ppines, with her sould full of boodle and 
her mouth full of pious hypocricies. Give 
her soap and a towel, but hide the looking
glass. 65 

Through the excerpts of the speeches,'it is 

clear that there is a radical change from the entertain-

ment persona of the earlier Twain lectures. He was 



able to alter his persona because his public allowed 

him to do so. Just as the rhetor arrives with a,mask, 

so must the audience don its ceremonial garb to play its 

role. McLuhan observed, "Whereas the reader or the user 

of any form puts it on as his mask, as an extension of 

his own perception and energy, the author has also to put 

on his public •••• "66 Together, they image a 
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third persona, that of the opposition. The diatribist, 

with his talents at irony and satire and burlesque, is best 

able to reveal the hypocricies and inconsistencies between 

the opposition's mask and substance behind the mask. Twain 

so functioned in his Anti-Imperialist speeches as he 

described the Imperialists as "sinners," and "pirates," and 

"hypocrits." Whereas the rhetor tells his audience vlhat 

to be, the diatribist tells them what not to be. 

Twain continued to lambaste the Imperialists well 

into 1903, but rarely in the oral mode. He had gone on to 

give speeches against municipal corruption in New York City 

and to fight against copyright infringement in England and 

America. As he told Lyon in 1906, "I'm not a bee, I'm a 

lightning bug."67 By this he meant that he felt free to 

succumb to his life-long tendency to abandon one project 

in favor of another that better entertained his concerns 

of the moment. 

Ultimately, Clemens withdrew from the political 

arena and saved his most vicious diatribes for posthumous 



publication. A number of things could account for his 

withdrawal, particularly from political speaking. He may 

have tired of the fight after his wife's death in 1904, 
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or he may have simply missed the light-hearted laughter of 

the crowd that came by way of the old persona. More likely, 

though, he decided no longer to risk the unmasking of the 

Twain persona for fear that his books would suffer in sales. 

If there were anything that he truly feared, it was debt. 

This chapter has traced the Mark Twain persona from 

inception. It has attempted to demonstrate the difficulty 

young Sam had in creating a persona that could be both funny 

and respectable. This chapter has revealed the difficulty 

that Samuel Clem'ens endured when trying to alter the 

historically significant Mark Twain persona; only his 

auditors could allow such a change. Even then, the fear 

of unmasking on a permanent basis proved overwhelming. 

Nonetheless, the Mark Twain persona can be called nothing 

less than successful, for today, it is the mask that we 

remember and not the man behind the mask, Samuel L. Clemens. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE RHETORIC OF MARK TWAIN'S BATTLE 

WITH THE IMPERIALISTS: 

A BURKEAN ANALYSIS 

In the previous chapter the evolution of Mark 

Twain's rhetorical persona was traced. In so doing, 

attention was given to Twain's participation in the anti

imperialist movement. This chapter will be devoted to a 

further analysis of his rhetorical efforts in support of 

that movement. 

As Louis Budd invoked the aid of Erving Goffman 

in explaining Twain's image in Our Mark Twain,1 it 

would seem appropriate to examine Twain's rhetorial efforts 

using the critical method of Kenneth Burke, the leading 

Dramatistic theorist. A Burkean perspective is particularly 

well suited for studying Twain because, at the core of 

Dramatism are "motives," and motives are linguistically 

defined. Employing a Dramatistic methodology in assessing 

the rhetoric of a master of symbolic creation, usage, and 

manipulation is appealing. It will help in isolating 

Twain's dominant rhetorical strategies and may reveal. the 

particular constituencies he hoped to address and aid in 

assessing the persuasive efficacy of those identifications. 

83 
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The Burkean Perspective 

This analysis will hinge on three major concepts of 

Burke's Dramatistic theory: the motive, the pentad, and 

identification/division. Before any useful discussion of 

these concepts can-be presented, Burke's philosophical 

perspective must be explained. 

Kenneth Burke cannot be classified cleanly according 

to anyone school of thought, for he transcends many disci

plines, but he ia generally regarded as a "symbolic 

interactionist."2 His concepts, however, "are not 

derived from Mead and the other sociologists."3 Burke 

relies on the dramaturgical perspective. He sees man 

as an actor in an ongoing drama and is concerned with the 

multiplicity of means by which man "symbolically" interprets 

his world. 

Burke distinguishes man from objects according to 

his ability to "act." Animals and objects both have motion, 

but only the human animal can "act" because he is a "symbol

creating, symbol-using, and symbol-misusing animal."4 

Man uses symbols to name the real and the abstract world 

about him. Reality is mediated through the symbols. 

Therefore, animals respond to the "real world" while man 

manufactures reality through symbols. 

Motive 

Burke's use of the term motive varies greatly from 
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the common use of the word. Ordinarily, motive is used to 

mean the cause of an effect. Burke, however, uses the term 

in a retrodictive rather than predictive manner. 5 For 

him, motives are "shorthand terms for situations,"6 

which are used to identify causes ex-post-facto. In other 

words, the Burkean motive and the traditional motive are 

likely to be two completely different "causes." For 

instance, one may attend college for the reason that he has 

nothing else to do. After being around the college 

community he may absorb "motives" for going to college in 

collegiate language. Soon he is saying that he attended 

college because he desired "upward social mobility" and a 

"secure future." Thus the true cause and' the motive are 

quite different. The latter, however, is the more valid 

because the use of the terms convinces the student that 

those are the real reasons that he attended college. Likely 

he sees no contradiction between the two. 

The preceding example of a motive at work is not 

extracted from a clearly rhetorical context. It is within 

the rhetorical realm that the function of motives becomes 

most fascinating. Burke explains in his book, ~ Rhetoric 

of Motives that "covering motives" are inevitably present 

when rhetoric attacks rhetoric. This is to say that each 

side in a rhetorical struggle seeks to label its own actions 

with a "eulogistic covering" and to label the actions of the 

opposition with a "dyslogistic covering."7 The 
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Republicans may claim that new MX missiles are needed to 

insure "national security (a eulogistic covering)" while the 

Democrats may object to the new missiles calling them a 

"political payoff (a dysologistic covering)" for loyal de

fense contractors. Neither label is accurate, but that is 

not the function of rhetoric. "If a speaker is identifying 

an act of his own, or of an ally, he can gain easy advantage 

by picking out the most favorable motive and presenting it 

as either predominant or exclusive." 8 On the other 

hand, he can choose the least favorable term to describe his 

opponents' motives. 

Covering motives are found in all arenas of human 

endeavor. We use them intentionally and unintentionally. 

Their presence is not always easily discerned because we 

even use them on ourselves. However, when rhetoric attacks 

rhetoric they are invariably present providing their "eulo

gistic" and "dyslogistic" functions. It is with this 

process that much of this analysis is concerned. 

The Pentad 

The pentad is Burke's analytical tool for identi

fying and assessing motives in any given case. He asserts 

in the opening page of A Grammar of Motives that "any 

complete statement about motives will offer some kind 

of answers to these questions: what was done (act), when 

or where it was done (scene), who did it (agent), how was 



it done (agency), and why (purpose)."9 

The pentad corresponds easily with Lasswell's 

who, what, where, when, and why of journalism. 10 It 

also links up nicely with speaker, message, situation, 

medium, and transformation. Though this is the case, the 

pentad should not be oversimplified. "If you reduce the 

terms to anyone of them, you will find them branching out 

again; for no one of them is enough."11 
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The pentad becomes complex and powerfully 

descriptive when used according to the proper calculus. It 

can be expressed in at least ten ratios. Burke identifies 

these: scene-act, scene-agent, scene-agency, scene-purpose, 

act-agent, act-agency, act-purpose, agent-purpose, agent

agency, and agency-purpose. Burke advises that these ratios 

be viewed as "principles of determination."12 

At this point we would do well to rely on Charles 

Kneupper's interpretation of the Burkean ratios, as Burke 

is not known for his clarity of exposition. 

Kneupper says that "the power of the pentad is inex

tricably linked to 'ratio. '''13 In any communication act 

a specific element of the pentad is stressed more than the 

others. Each has its own unique relationship to the pentad 

mix. Kneupper explains that in some cases Scene will be the 

dominant element with Act being secondary as in "Given the 

circumstances, what else could I do?" At other times, Agent 

will be dominant with Act being secondary as in, "From such 
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a person you would expect such things."14 Thus the 

ratios identify antecedants which are used as a means of 

explaining motives. The pentad with its attendant ratios 

will be used in analyzing Twain's anti-imperialist rhetoric. 

Identification/Division 

"Substance" is the central concept of A Grammar of 

Motives. 15 Substance is the "isness" of a person. 

Though each of us is unique, we all share overlapping 

substance, the primary case being our humanity. Thus when 

we share substance, we identify, or we become "consubstan

tial."16 Burke uses identification and consubstanti

ality interchangeably. To the extent that we identify 

with another, we are consubstantial with him. 

Why is identification important to rhetoric? 

Until identification, real or imagined, is achieved, 

persuasion is precluded. Rhetoric functions by overcoming 

division and achieving unity. Burke maintains, "Identi

fication is affirmed with earnestness precisely because 

there is division. If men were not apart from one another, 

there would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim 

their unity."16 

Thus the rhetorician seeks to identify with his 

audience and to have his auditors identify with each other. 

Only through such a process can division be overcome and 

communal cooperation and action inspired~ 
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Mark Twain Joins the Anti-Imperialist Movement 

Defining context is a paramount concern of any 

communication study. In the study of rhetorical movements, 

identifying the beginning, middle, and end of the movement 

lends credibility and clarity to the analysis. In the case 

of anti-movements, two contexts must be examined: that of 

the anti-movement against the backdrop of the original 

movement. Twain's anti-imperialist crusade adds still a 

third dimension to the already complex process because he 

joined the American Anti-Imperialists two years after their 

formal establishment. 

In order to make the presentation of this brief 

history clear, the philosophy of imperialism will be 

examined first. Second, the history of the imperialist 

and the anti-imperialist movements in the United states 

will be presented. Finally, Twain's joining the Anti

Imperialists will be covered. 

The Philosophy of Imperialism 

Defining imperialism to the satisfaction of all is 

equal in difficulty to defining communication. There is no 

general agreement on the meaning of the word. "For some the 

subject matter of a theory of imperialism is all empires at 

one time, for others the colonial empires of the nineteenth 

and t,."entieth centuries, for others again just that situa

tion of 'competing' empires •••• "17 



Typical of the disagreement are the different 

perspectives on the phenomenon taken by economists and 

historians. Economists seek to establish a general theory 

of imperialism that will serve as a covering law for all 

periods and instances of imperialism. Historians prefer 
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to examine a case of imperialism, focusing on the particular 

rather than the general. 18 Consequently, it would seem 

expeditious not to ask for a single definition of imperial

ism, but to ask instead, "Who is asking and ~'lhy does he wish 

to know." This historical-critical study is concerned only 

with imperialism as viewed in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. We must examine the phenomenon as it 

was defined in those times. Only in this way can we avoid 

imposing later definitions on the earlier period. For good 

or ill, we must attempt to see the world as the advanced 

capitalist countries, particularly England and the United 

states, saw it at that time. 

A good place to begin would be with John Hobson's 

classic treatise, Imperialiasm: ~ study, published in 

1902. We begin here for two reasons. One is that Hobson's 

work greatly influenced other writings on the subject. 

Secondly, Hobson's work serves as a rhetorical analysis of 

the imperialist movement in Europe. His book could well 

be titled, "Imperialism: A Rhetoric." 

Hobson theorized that a tremendous restructuring 

of the Europerean economy had taken place after 1870. 
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Monies flm'led steadily to the upper classes and cartels 

were formed. The cartels accumulated enormous reserves 

of venture capital, and yet, had few projects for investment 

in the homelands. Thus, the convergence of venture capital, 

political will, and military might forced imperialism. 

Hobson shocked Britain, his own country, when he asserted 

that imperialism was not driven by the white man's burden 

to bring the third world into the civilized age. He charged 

that imperialism was nothing short of a marriage of 

economics and politics masquerading as morality. He stated 

his thesis concisely: 

• • . Whereas various real and powerful motives 
of pride, prestige, and pugnacity, together with the 
more altruistic professions of a civilising mission, 
figured as causes of imperial expansion, the dominant 
directive motive was the demand for markets and for 
the profitable investment by the exporting and finan
cial classes within each imperialist regime. 19 

Though, in Hobson's view, stagnant domestic markets 

and rising surplus capital figured as causes of imperialism, 

taking Christ and technology to the underdeveloped nations 

was the covering motive. Hobson believed that this was not 

a case of hypocrisy, but rather, a case of dissonant ideas 

not causing dissonance. He wrote, "vIe have lost all habit 

of mental consistency • we have developed a highly 

dangerous aptitude for entertaining incompatible and often 

self-contradictory motives."20 

In a Burkean sense, the Imperialists' motives were 

disseminated through the language of imperialism. It 



included such terms as "paramount power," "emissary of 

civilization," "effective autonomy," "reification of 

frontier," and "annexation." Such terms easily appeal-

ed to the values of patriotism and Christianity. They 

were terms that served as "eulogistic covering" for 

what Hobson believed to be the true causes of imperialist 

aggression. Hobson provides the following ideal case in 

in which the imperialist motives are seen at work. It 

concerns the British occupation of Egypt. 

When the ordinary Englishman reads how 'at 
no previous period of his history has the fell
ah lived under a Government so careful to pro
mote his interests or to preserve his rights,' 
he instinctively exclaims, 'Yes, that is what 
we went to Egypt for,' though in point of fact, 
the play of 'Imperialism' which carried us there 
was determined by quite other considerations. 21 

Though Hobson's treatise addresses mainly British 

imperialism, it is the most useful work for understanding 
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American imperialism because it functioned according to the 

same motives. One might say that British imperialism 

exported its motives to America. 

History of Imperialism in the United states 

Though the United States experienced several periods 

of imperialist fervor in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-

turies, one could conclude that, until the 1890's, expansion 

was confined to the American frontier. The greatest debate 

between the Imperialists and the Anti-Imperialists was waged 



throughout the l890's.22 

As economic theories of expansion flourish, it is 

easy to summarize the debate using a false dichotomy. 

It could be said, for instance, that the debate consisted 

of the wealthy supporting imperialist expansion and the 

moralists opposing it. Such a conclusion would be no 
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more valid than saying the Vietnam conflict was supported 

by those seeking monetary gains and opposed by the enlight

ened few. Such dichotomies drain history of its veracity. 

Any national movement invariably has myriads of motives 

that are entwined. Supporters and opposers rarely break 

cleanly along economic, social, or racial lines. Such was 

the case with the Imperialists and the Anti-Imperialists 

in the 1890's. 

The debate had many points of stasis. Richard 

Welch, who studied many of the primary sources of the 

period, concluded that "the imperialist argument embraced 

questions of constitutionality, national defense, diplo

matic safety, international duty, and economic gain. Its 

supporters varied in the emphasis and attention" that they 

gave to each issue. 23 The Anti-Imperialists addressed 

the same issues and also varied in the stress that they 

gave to each. 

It is important to recognize that both sides 

honestly believed that what they professed was best for the 

survival of America. Both sides viewed the debate as a 



turning, point in u.s. history and that the "future well

being of America rested on theirsuccess."24 
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The United states came very late to the imperialist 

movement. England and France were the dominant colonial 

powers of the latter nineteenth century. Germany was a late 

entry to the movement and Spain was already on the wane. 25 

,For America, the imperialist posture was likely an 

easy extension of "Manifest Destiny." Frederick Jackson 

Turner advanced his related thesis as early as 1893. He 

said, "The existence of an area of free land, its contin

uous recession, and the advance of American settlement 

westward, explain American development."26 As the con

tiguous United states was settled in so brisk a manner by 

the pioneer spirit, and ever westward, the Pacific coast 

alone could not extinguish that spirit. Imperialists 

looked abroad from every shore in search of possessable 

territories. 

The debate over American imperialism began, for 

our purposes, in 1893. It was in that year that annexation 

of Hawaii was debated in congress. 27 Though Hawaii's 

annexation did not come about until 1898, the intervening 

five years provided ample time for the Imperialists and 

the Anti-Impperialists to rehearse their arguments. The 

debate came to a head upon America's declaration of war 

against Spain on April 25, 1898.28 

When the Maine exploded in Havana HarbQr, the 



the proponents of imperi~lism had the perfect reason to 

push for war against Spain. President Mckinley and the 

congress complied. 

The war was brief and popular. Teddy ,Roosevelt 

called it "a great little war." Not many, not even Mark 

Twain, perceived it as imperialism at work. Most regarded 

it as a noble war in which one people helped another to 

gain their freedom. 
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The Paris Treaty was signed on February 6, 1899, 

and brought an end to the hostilities~ The treaty not only 

allowed for Cuba's self rule, but also contained an 

agreement whereby the United states would purchase the 

Philippines from Spain at a cost of $20,000,000. The 

New York Times reported that the treaty "provided that 

the civil rights and political status of the native in

habitants of the country . .' • should be determined by the 

congress. "29 

After the Spanish-American War, the imperialist 

fervor of the United states only grew, though we did not 

annex any new territories thereafter. Nonetheless, American 

"influence" was felt around the globe. Missionaries, in 

particular, led the way for the economic forces that 

followed. The imperialist spirit flourished until World 

War I when America embarked upon a policy of retrench

ment. 30 



The American Anti-Imperialist Movement 

The anti-imperialist movement was supported by an 

exceptionally large contingent of authors. The major 

writers of the period, poets, historians, journalists, 

academics, and novelists alik~, sided with the Anti

Imperialists. Some of these were E.L. Godkin, Henry 

Van Dyke, William Lloyd Garrison, William Graham Sumner, 

William James, Ambrose Bierce, George Washington Cable, 

Edgar Lee Masters, William Dean Howells, and Mark Twain. 31 
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Standing with the authors were large numbers of 

black and white Americans. Together they organized anti

imperialist leagues in major cities like New York, Chicago, 

and Boston, the first being formed in Boston on June 15, 

1898.32 

The initial purpose was to protest imperialist 

expansion on the basis that America had not yet learned 

to care for nor bring freedom and justice to all her people, 

including the native Indians. 33 

The first major battle that the Anti-Imperialists 

fought concerned the ratification of the Treaty of Paris. 

Through an organized effort, they inundated congressmen with 

letters and telegrams advising that they vote against rati

fication as long as Puerto Rico and the Philippines remained 

a part of the package.34 Though they lost, they did not 

lost by much. The Treaty of Paris was ratified by only one 

vote. 
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The early defeat did not deter the proponents of 

anti-imperialism. The movement continued for the next three 

years and beyond, though McKinley's re-election in 1900 did 

weaken it considerably. The Anti-Imperialists sought to 

defeat McKinley's bid for re-election, but they had 

difficulty mounting a united front. Had.William Jennings 

Bryan, McKinley's opponent, been more convincing of his 

Anti-Imperialist stance he might have won what was a close 

election. On the other hand, McKinley may have been too 

much of an Anti-Imperialist. Even Twain stated flat out 

that he was not enough of an Anti-Imperialist to support 

Bryan. 35 

Though the two preceding statements may seem contra

dictory, it ought to be remembered that the Anti-Imperial

ists struggled against imperialism for many different 

reasons. Some wanted no expansion whatsoever, and others, 

like Twain, wanted non-imperialist expansion. 36 

Perhaps the condition that made the survival of the 

anti-imperialist movment the most difficult was the strong 

economy. Even labor benefitted from the economic recovery 

of the late 1890's. The recovery coincided with the Spa

nish-American War. By January 1, 1900, captains of industry 

were reporting to the New York Times that the country 

was entering a new and lasting period of prosperity. 

H. Allaway, financial editor of the Times, wrote, 



"Prosperity is·no fiction ••• men of money find ample 

reward in every industrial and commercial quarter for 

their investments. Labor commands returns that have 

hitherto been unavailable."37 

Mark Twain Recruited by the Anti-Imperialists 

Mark Twain was actively recruited by the Anti

Imperialists. His old friend, William Dean Howells, was 

particularly interested in securing his support of anti

imperialism. As Twain was in Europe during the Spanish

American War, Howells consistently mailed him magazine 

editorials, written by himself and others, that presented 

the anti-imperialist viewpoint. 38 

Recruiting Twain was a difficult task in the 

beginning because he fully supported the Spanish-American 

War. He felt that it was the noblest war that had ever 
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been fought. Twain was busy at the time defending America's 

actions from the attacks of Europeans whom he judged to be 

envious. 

In a letter to Joseph Twichell dated June 18, 1898, 

Twain wrote, "I have never enjoyed a war - even in written 

history - as much as I am enjoying this one. For this is 

the worthiest one that was ever fought, so far as my know

ledge goes. It is a worthy thing to fight for one's free

dom; it is another sight finer to fight for another 

man's."39 



Even after his return to America fourteen months 

later, Twain still regarded the Spanish-American War as a 

"righteous war," though he did believe, by that time, that 

our intervention in the Philippines was misguided. 40 

Why, with such strong imperialist leanings on the 

part of Twain, would Howell's try to convert him? There 

are likely at lest three reasons. First, Twain had just 

published Following the Equator in which he had 

condemned British imperialism in South Africa. 41 

Second, Howell's believed that once Twain returned to 

America and could see for himself the full scope of the 

imperialist spirit and the financial powers behind it, 

that he would recognize it as a counterpart of British 

imperialism and speak out against it in powerful ways. 

Third, and perhaps the greatest reason for seeking his 

aid, is that Mark Twain had become an institution synony

mous with "Uncle Sam."42 He was so described by 

Harper's Weekly in December of 1900. 43 The Anti-

Imperialists sought both the man and the symbol. 

When Twain returned to America in mid-October of 

1900, Howells prophecy carne true. Standing on the dock 

at New York Harbor, Twain officially joined the Anti-

Imperialists. He said: 

I left these shores, at Vancouver, a red-hot 
imperialist. I wanted the American Eagle to go 
screaming into the Pacific. It seemed tiresome 
and tame for it to content itself with the Rockies. 
Why not spread its wings over the Philippines, I 
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asked myself? And I thought it would be as real 
good thing to do so. 

I said to myself. Here are a people who have 
suffered for three centuries. We can make them as 
free as ourselves, give them a government and peo
ple of their own, put a miniature of the American 
constitution afloat in the Pacific, start a brand 
new republic to take its place among the free na
tions of the world. It seemed to me a great task 
to which we addressed ourselves. 

But I have thought some more, since then, and I 
have seen that we do not intend to free, but to sub
jugate those people of the Philippines. We have 
gone there to conquer, not redeem. 

We have also pledged'the power of this country 
to maintain and protect the abominable system estab
lished in the Philippines by the Friars. 

It should, it seems to me, be our pleasure and 
duty to make those people free, and let them deal 
with their own domestic questions in their own way. 
And so I am an anti-imperialist. I am opposed ·to 
having the Eagle put its talons on any other land. 44 

Contained herein is Twain's entire perspective on 
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his three-year involvement in the imperialist issue. He did 

not object to American expansion, he simply objected to the 

nature of imperialist expansion that reaped profits instead 

of bestowing freedoms. 

The New York Herald printed Twain's comments 

under the headline, "Mark Twain Home - An Anti-Imperialist." 

Thus, from the first day of his return, Howells and the 

Anti-Imperialists, received the aid of both the man and 

the symbol. Subsequently, Twain became a chief and able 

agitator for the anti-imperialist cause. 

The Pentadic Analysis 

Now that we have revie'V/ed the events that brought 

Twain into the anti-imperialist camp, we will examine his 
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rhetorical strategies on behalf of anti-imperialism using 

as a result of his treatise. 

I suspect that to you there is still dignity in 
human life, and that man is not a joke - a poor joke -
the poorest that was ever contrived. Since I wrote 
my Bible, (last year) - which Mrs. Clemens loathes, 
and shudders over, and will not listen to the last 
half nor allow me to print any part of it, Man is 
not to me the respect-worthy person he was before; 
and so I have lost my pride in him, and can't write 
gaily nor praisefully about him any more. And I 
don't intend to try. 45 

For Twain, man had fallen. He pronounced him 

guilty, but not to blame. His contempt rose partly from 

his personal losses, but he found abundant support for 

that contempt in imperialism. 

Writing to Howells again in 1900 he claimed that 

all he had to do to "expose" the human race was to read 

the Times~ He wrote that scarcely did a day go by in 

\'lhich some leader of "Civiliz~tion" was not found "promen-

ading in his shirt-tail with the rest of his regalia in 

the wash."46 

This view was only an extension of "What is r-1:an?" 

Though he was pleased with the work, he published 250 

copies anonymously in 1906 so that the stiqma of humorist 

would not impede its serious acceptance. 47 His name 

appeared on the 1916 edition which was published post-

humously. 

"What is Man?" takes the form of a Socratic dialogue. 

It is a lengthy dialectic between O.M. (Old Man) and Y.M. 



(Young Man) that addresses the true nature of man, 

motivations for his actions, and whether altruistic acts 

are attainable. 

Twain's philosophy is espoused through the 

character of O.M. He defines man as a machine: 

Yes. Man the machine - man the impersonal 
machine. Whatsoever a man is, is due to his make, 
and to the influences brought to bear upon it by 
his heredities, his habitat, his associations. He 
is moved, directed, COMMANDED, by exterior influen
ces - solely •. He originates nothing himself - not 
even an opinion, not even a thought. 48 
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The view of mari expressed here is one of Determin-

ism, where nature and nurture combine to make him what he 

is. Man can choose to be brave if he reads of brave acts 

and is influenced by his environment to emulate such acts. 

This results from what Twain describes as the one law of 

human behavior: "From his cradle to his grave a man never 

does a single thing which has any FIRST AND FOREMOST object 

but one - to secure peace of mind, spiritual comfort, for 

HIMSELF. "49 

Note that the comfort he describes is mental. 

He is advancing a view not incompatible with Leon Festing-

er's Cognitive Dissonance theory. It holds that man will 

seek to behave in ways that are consistent with his beliefs. 

If one is out of balance with the other, he will alter the 

behavior so that it is consistent with his beliefs or he 

will alter his beliefs so that they are consistent with his 

behavior. 50 



Twain explains that a man living a comfortable 

life might march into battle and endure unt~ld misery 

in the name of patriotism and love of country. Is this 

an altruistic act? No, it is not. The man is going to 
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war seeking onJ,y "mental comfort" by securing the "approval 

of his neighbors and the public" or by avoiding their 

"disapproval. "51 

Twain's private philosophy can be expressed accor

ding to an Agent-Act ratio (given this kind of many I get 

this kind behavior). 

Much of Twain's literature centers on this ratio. 

"The Man that Corrupted Hadleyburg," written in 1900, is one 

such story. A wealthy man leaves a sack of gold in "incor

ruptible" Hadleyburg. He instructs it citizens to give the 

gold to the man who once helped him when he was down on his 

luck. He says that the man will kno\,1 whe he is as he will 

remember the advice he gave the stranger many years before. 

The temptation of "potential wealth" proves too much for the 

citizens of Hadleyburg and their true natures take over and 

force them to act in unethical ways. People begin submit

ting "guesses" as to the advice given the stranger. Ulti

mately, the stranger corrupts "incorruptible" Hadleyburg. 

Agent-Agency 

Twain's "What is Man" can also be expressed as 

an Agent-Agency ratio (given this kind of man, I get this 
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kind of moral and political order, this kind of routine 

conflict, this kind of conquest, and this kind of loathsome 

duplicity). 

This ratio, too, can be found in much of Twain's 

writing. Probably the clearest use of the Agent-Agency 

ratio is found in Chapter 22 of Huckleberry Finn. Here-

in a lynching does not take place beca"use Colonel Sherburn, 

the would-be object of the hanging, tells the mob that their 

true, cowardous natures will not allow them to carry out the 

lynching in daylight. He tells that they will come only 

under the cover of darkness and that the mob will give them 

the illusion of courage. 

You didn't want to come. The average man don't 
like trouble and danger. You don't like trouble and 
danger. But if only half a man - like Buck 
Harkness, there - shouts 'Lynch him! lynch him!' 
you're afraid to back down - afraid you'll be found 
out to be what you are - cowards - and so you 
raise a yell, and hang ourselves onto that half-a
man's coat tail~ and come raging up here, swearing 
what big things you're going to do. The pitifulest 
thing out is a mob; that's what an army is - a mob; 
they don't fight with courage that's born in them, 
but with courage that's borrowed from their 
mass. • • • 

Clearly, Twain is saying, "Given this nature of man, 

we will get agencies like lynch mobs." An interesting com-

parison to this famous passage is another from "The Myster

ious Stranger Manuscripts." Twain was already \tlorking on 

portions of the short novel as early as 1900. 

Midway in the story, Satan comments on anti-war 

movements. Through Satan, Twain is referring to the recent 



failure of the Anti-Imperialists, to prevent the Spanish-

American war. Again, we see the nature of man producing 

the agency of war. 

There has never 'been a just one, never an hon
orable one - on the part of the instigator of the 
war • • • The loud little handful - as usual - will 
shout for war. The pulpit will - warily and cauti
ously - obj ect - at first; the g·reat big dull bulk 
of the nation will rub its sleepy eyes and try to 
make out why there should be ,a war, and will say, 
earnestly and indignantly, 'It 'is unjust and dishon
orable, and ther is no necessity for it.' Then the 
handful will shout louder. A ~ew fair men on the 
other side will argue and reason against the war 
with speech and pen, and will at first have a hear
ing and be applauded; but it will not last long; 
those others will out-shout them, and presently the 
anti-war audiences will thin out and lose populari
ity. Before long you will see this curious thing; 
the speakers stoned from the platform and free 
speech strangled, by hordes of furious men who in 
their secret hearts are still at one with those 
stoned speakers, - as earlier, - but do not dare to 
say so! And now, the whole nation - pulpit and all -
will take up the war cry, and shout itself hoarse 
and mob any honest man who ventures to open his 
mouth; and presentyl wuch mouths will cease to open. 
Next, the statesmen will invent cheap lies, putting 
the blame on the nation that is attacked, and every 
man will be glad of those conscious-soothing falsi
ties, and will diligently study them, and refuse to 
examine any refutations of them; and thus will by 
and by convince himself that the war is just, and 
will thank God for the better sleep he enjoys after 
this process of grotesque self-deception. 52 

This passage closely resembles the one quoted 

earlier from Huckleberry Finn, at least relation to the 

ratio function. Twain again is saying, "Given that the 

105 

nature of man is devoid of courage, he will almost invari-

ably gain his courage parasitically from agencies such as 

mobs and war movements." He also stresses that when these 
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new behaviors violate basic values, man will justify his 

behavior after the fact by means of "grotesque self

deception." This he will do because he seeks "mental com

fort" (cognitive consistency). 

To this point we have examined only the ratios 

expressed in Twain's works which were published either 

posthumously or had no direct bearing on the Anti-Imper

ialist movement. Yet they are still valuable for they 

demonstrate his private reflections at the time. Next 

we will turn to a study of the operative ratio in his 

public pronouncements against Imperialism. 

Agency-Purpose 

Twain's public attacks on Imperialism function 

according to the Agency-Purpose ratio. His announcement 

from New York Harber that he was siding with the Anti

Imperialists is a case in point. He said, "I have seen 

that we do not intend to free, but to subjugate those 

people." In the context of the entire "speech," he is 

saying that cultural Imperialism, as administered by 

the agency of true democracy would have "put a miniature 

of the American constitution afloat in the Pacific •••• " 

As it is, he asserts, the agencies of political and 

economic Imperialism have forced the entirely different 

result of subjugation. Thus he rejects the prospect of 

the "Eagle putting its talons on any other land." 
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Five weeks after his return to America Twain 

addressed the Public Education Association. China's Boxer 

rebellion was one of his topics and he shocked the audience 

when he announced that he was a Boxer himself. That was 

not a humorous claim because the Boxers had rebelled against 

the foreign influence and even killed Christian mission-

aries in the process. He said: 

Why shouldn't all the foreign powers withdraw 
from China and leave her free to attend her own 
business? 

Why should China not be free from the foreigners, 
who are only making trouble on her soil? If they 
would only go home, what a pleasant place China 
would be for the Chinese! • • • 

The Boxer is a patriot; he is the only patriot 
China has. The Boxer believes in driving us out of 
his country. I wish him success. I am a Boxer my
self, because I believed in driving the Chinamen out 
of this country'. The Boxers on this side have won 
out. Why not give the Boxer on the other side a 
chance?S3 

Again, the Agency-Purpose ratio is present. Twain 

is saying that foreign governments are not the proper 

agencies to be governing the Chinese. They cannot possibly 

have as much concern for the welfare of the Chinese as they 

themselves have. He is not surprised that the Boxers re

belled. When foreign governments seek to impose their ways 

on another culture, brutal conflict will result. Twain 

goes on to allude to our own history when we fought Britain 

in order to have some control of our own destiny. Conse-

quently, Twain proclaims that he stands on that patriotic 

premise and supports the Boxers. 
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Throughout his public speeches and writings against 

Imperialism, we find the echo of the Agency-Purpose ratio. 

Twain was not against expansion, he was moreover opposed to 

the agencies that tended to carry it out and the results 

such agencies naturally imposed. 

Identification/Division 

Kenneth Burke has written, "Rhetoric is concerened 

with the state of Babel after the Fall." The function of 

the rhetorician is that of striking a unifying chord through 

which the divergent languages can identify. Burke explains, 

in Dramatism and Development, that this identification 

works on at least three levels: 

••• The first is quite dull. It flowers in such 
usages as that of the politician who, though rich, 
tells humble constituents of his humble origins. 
The second kind of identification involves the 
workings of antithesis, as when allies who would 
otherwise dispute among themselves join forces 
against a common enemy ••• But the major power 
of identification derives from situations in which 
it goes unnoticed. My prime example is the word 
"we," as when the statement that "we" are at war 
includes under the same head soldiers who are 
getting killed and speculators who hope to make 
a killing on war stocks. 54 

This is a most useful paradigm for analyzing Twain's 

anti-Imperialist rhetoric. True to Burke's definition of 

the province of rhetoric, Twain tended to describe America 

as a country that had "fallen," or at best, was in moral 

decline. He saw himself as a "self-appointed missionary," 

a prophet who should cry out and warn America of coming 



calamities if it did not change its Imperialist ways. 

Throughout his dark writings, including "Letters 

from the Earth," "The Mysterious stranger," and "Papers 

of the Adam Family," Twain frequently writes of the 

cyclical history of civilization and of its continual 

movement toward greater wars and more efficient ways 

of slaughtering. Many of these passages blatantly allude 

to the role that Imperialism has played in that history. 
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Such is the case with his "Chronicles of Young 

Satan," one of the "Mysterious Stranger Manuscripts." In 

this version, written in 1900, Satan creates a tiny theatre 

world, complete with miniature humans and weapons, so that 

he can depict graphically the history of war for Seppi and 

his friends. Satan commences with Cain murdering Abel and 

proceeds through the ages demonstrating that civilization 

leads inevitably to barbarism. He slams Roman Imperialism 

saying that Caesar invaded Britain to take the land and 

"to confer the blessings of civilization upon their widows 

and orphans. " Arriving at the Christian age, Satan 

says that "without Christian Civilization war must have 

1emained and trifling thing to the end of time. " a poor 

Next he comments on British Imperialism: "Desiring another 

weak state's gold mines, her statesmen will try to seize 

them by piracy; failing, they will manufacture a war and 

take them that way; and with them, a small State's inde

pendence."55 Under the title of "Dishonorable War," 



Satan alludes to American intrusion in the Philippines. 

He is disgusted with the race of "sheep" that is governed 

by "minorities." "The loud little handful - as usual -

will shout for war." Others will at first object, 

claiming that it is not just. But eventually, and inevi

tably, the little handful shouting for war will have 

their way.56 
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As this was not published until 1972, it had no 

impact on the Imperialist movement. It does, however, 

demonstrate Twain's belief that civilization had an inherent 

flaw that would result in its own demise. 

If he were to take his case to the public he needed 

to present it in a less blasphemous form. One can sense 

from his private reflections that he was greatly divided 

ideologically from the majority of Christian America. It 

was this division that he had to overcome for his message 

to have a hearing. This he accomplished by means of the 

three levels of identification that Burke outlined earlier. 

Twain already identified with his audience on the 

first level, that of coming from common stock. As was 

illustrated in Chapter III, he fostered such an image all 

of his days. Though he was an exceptionally well-read man, 

he pretended not to be. Alan Gribben discovered this when 

he reconstructed Twain's library. He explains that "in 

casting his persona as a common man, Twain was obliged 

to lower the admitted level of his sophistication about 



literature. It... gratified him that his audience 

thought of his artistry as spontaneous and non

derivative. tl S7 
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Twain liked to sell himself as tlauthentic tl because 

he had experienced personally many of the things about 

which he wrote. In presenting himself as a common man he 

supported the common man belief that direct experience 

was far better than formal education. The uneducated 

could point to him as one who had tldone good tl without 

having even the benefit of finishing high school.58 

The second level of identification is more complex. 

Twain did not seek to have the American people unite against 

a common enemy. Instead, he sought to have them change 

their habit of making distinctions between American and 

Europe~n Imperialism. It was essential that he have them 

see the two in the same light because he recognized, as 

did Hobson, that no country had difficulty discerning the 

"interests of political and commercial classes," in the 

Imperialism of its neighbors. That same country, however, 

could easily remain patriotically blind to its own Imperi

alist motives.59 

One of Twain's first opportunities to remove 

the distinction between the two Imperialisms was in 

his introduction of Winston Churchill to a New York 

audience at the Hotel Waldorf-Atoria. 

In his introduction he uses history and a familial 
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image to bond the two countries together. The more one 

reads the introduction the more he must be impressed with 

the artistry that Twain displays. He delicately balances 

his many purposes. He manages to get Churchill credibly 

introduced, and, at the same time, charges that England 

and America are both guilty of the sin of imperialism. 

Juxtaposed to the noble deeds that each has done in the 

past, their present transgressions are unforgivable. 

Afterall, the sin of the saint is greater than that of the 

sinner. 

One must also be impressed with the fine rhythym 

and repetition employed in the latter half of the last 

paragraph. It reads aloud beautifully and rhetorically as 

it drives its points home with equally timed thrusts. The 

assonance of "kin in sin" resounds. The paralinguistic 

power is weaved skillfully into a form of paralellism that 

asserts the familial image one last time. Longinus would 

have admired it. 

Mr. Churchill and I do not agree on the 
righteousness of the South African war, but 
that is of no consequence. There is no place 
where people all think alike - well, there is 
heaven; there they do, but let us hope it won't 
be so always. 

For years I have been a self-appointed 
missionary. and have wrought zealously for 
my ca~se - the joining together of America and 
the motherland in bonds of friendship, esteem 
and affection - an alliance of the heart which 
should permanently and beneficently influence 
the political relations of the two countries. 
Wherever I have stood before a gathering of 
Americans or Englishmen, in England, India, 



Australia or elsewhere, I have urged my mission, 
and warmed it up with compliments to both 
countries and pointed out how nearly alike the 
two peoples are in character and spirit. They 
ought to be united. 

• How gallantly we went to the rescue 
of poor Cuba, friendless, despairing, borne 
down by centuries of bitter slavery, and broke 
off her chains and set her free - with approving 
England at our back in an attitude toward European 

powers which did us good service in those days, 
and we confess it now. 

Yes, as a missionary, ~ have sung this 
song of praise and still sing it; and yet I 
thing that England sinned in getting into 
a war in South Africa which she could have 
avoided without loss of credit or dignity -
just as I think we have sinned in getting 
ourselves into a war in the Phillipines on the 
same terms .. 

Mr. Churchill will tell you about the war 
in South Africa, and he is competent - he 
fought and wrote through it himself. And he 
made a record there which would be a proud one 
for a man twice his age. By his father he is 
English, by his mother he is American - to my 
mind the blend which makes the perfect man. 
We are now on the friendliest terms with 
England. Mainly through my missionary efforts 
I suppose; and I am glad. We have always been 
kin: kin in blood, kin religion, kin in repre
sentative government, kin in ideals, kin in 
just and lofty purposes; and nO\-l we are kin in 
sin, the harmony is complete, the blend is 
perfect, like Mr. Churchill himself, whom I 
now present to you. bO 

113 

The words underlined above lead us to unity through 

language, the third and most sophisticated level of identi

fication. This was Twain's forte, the form that he could 

best manipUlate in his favor, and the practice that most 

incensed and infuriated his critics. It put them in the 

position of having to argue "terms of interpretation," just 

as the anti-imperialists had to do. Here, however, Twain 
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had the distinct advantage of genius. Afterall, he had 

coined many of words then in common use and had even named 

the period in which they all lived, tiThe Gilded Age." 

Twain's anti-imperialist language 'affected two 

strategies. First, the use of Biblical language and allu

sions, helped him speak the language of his audience. 

Allison Ensor wrote that "the Bible provided a common 

ground on which Twain and his audience could meet."61 

That he used the Bible for this purpose is ironic. Here 

was a man who was not a Christian himself, who lambasted 

the alleged inconsistencies of the Bible in his dark 

writings, and yet one who used Christian imagery abundantly 

because he believed that his audience was firmly grounded 

in Christian principles. It was this belief that no doubt 

caused Twain to couch his anti-imperialist speeches and 

wri tings in biblical terms. He anchored into these whE!::\ 

advocating his cause. No where else is this view presented 

more clearly than in his address on behalf of Tuskegee 

Institute: 

• We have none but the Christian code of 
morals, and every individual is under its character 
building influence and dominion from cradle to 
grave he breathes it in with his breath, it is in 
his blood and bone, it is the web and woof and 
fibre of his mental and spiritual heredities and 
ineradicable. And so, every born American among 
the eighty millions, let his creed or destitution 
of creed be what they may, is indisputable a 
Christian to this degree - that his moral consti
tution is Christian. 62 

Twain's second use of language functioned to 



create dissonance in the supporters of Imperialism by 

forcing them to realize that they had abandoned their 

true values. He used linguistic devices to accentuate 

the connections between Christianity, economics, and 

Imperialism. This is evident in his "Salutation Speech 

from the Nineteenth Century to-the Twentieth." Gibson 

calls it his most persuasive piece of anti-im~erialist 

writing. 

I bring you the stately matron named Christen
dom, returning bedraggled, besmirched, and dishon
ered from the pirate-raids in the Kiao-Chou, Man
churia and the Philippines, with her sould full of 
boodle and her mouth full of pious hypocricies. 
Giver her soap and a towel, but hide the looking

3
-

glass. 6 

This was first published in the New York Herald 
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on December 30, 1900, and it was widely reprinted on calling 

cards by the American Anti-Imperialist League. The rhetori

cal power of the piece is in the personification of Christi

anity and in the metaphorical associations to pirates and 

hypocrits. Naturally, it served to rally the anti-Imperial

ists and infuriate supporters of the policy.64 

Twain, however, was only warming to his topic. Just 

a month later he presented his case in full when he publish-

ed "To the Person Sitting in Darkness." The title, from 

Matthew 4:16, maintained his theme of biblical reference. 

The satire has two major parts. Using a pervasive 

game metaphor, Twain first lays out a brief history of the 

game of Imperialism and how civilization has been playing it 
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badly. Second, he presents an "explanation" to the persons 

sitting in darkness as to why they should suffer for the 

benefit of civilization. 

Initially, Twain assures all concerned that there 

is money in the Imperialist game yet and that it will 

hold out if his advise is strictly heeded. He warns that 

unless the powers that be work more diligently at making 

actions "appear" to reflect the covering motives of the 

game, the native will ascertain the true motives and the 

game will be exposed. Twain asserts: 

The Blessings-of-Civilization Trust, wisely and 
cautiously adminisbered, is a Daisy. There is more 
money in it, territory, more sovereignty, and other 
kinds of emolument, than there is in any other game 
that is played. But Christendom has been playing it 
badly of late years, and must certainly suffer by it, 
in my opinion. She has been eager to get every stake 
that appeared on the green cloth, that the People 
who Sit in Darkness have noticed it, and have begun 
to show alarm. They have become suspicious of the 
Blessings of Civilization Trust. 65 

Twain continues to present his case, pointing out 

that the Blessings of Civilization Trust is capable of 

claiming to furnish such things as "Love, Justice, Gentle-

ness, Christianity, Protection To The Weak, Temperance, 

Law and Order, Liberty, Equality, Honorable Dealing, Mercy, 

and Education," but only if the light is sufficiently dim 

so that those sitting in darkness cannot closely inspect 

the goods. He maintains, in a strongly Burkean example, 

that those treasured values are only "an outside cover, gay 

and pretty and attractive, displaying the special patterns 
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of our Civilization • • • while inside the bale is the 

Actual Thing that the Customer Sitting in Darkness buys 

with his blood and tears and land and liberty. The Actual 

Thing is, indeed, Civilization, but it is only for 

Export. "66 

Throughout the piece, Twain forces linguistic 

connections between Imperialism and Christianity and profit. 

He does not present an argument at all. He presents "terms 

of interpretations." He names things and associates ideolo-

gies through labels. The naming is not subtle, but the 

rhetorical ramifications are complex. 

Midway in the article, after he has attacked 

Russian and German and British Imperialism, Twain chastises 

his own country. He refers to Mr. McKinely as "The Master 

of the Game." He says that he played the game admirably 

in Cuba, but that when he played it in the Philippines, 

greed took the place of any noble intentions. Again 

Twain identifies American and European Imperialism. 

Underneath the indictment that America sold its values 

and its "honorable gospel," is a rich, patriotic vision 

of what we might have accomplished had we not sinned. 

By means of this image, Twain creates a division between 

American beliefs and actions. 

And by and by comes America, and our Master of 
th Game plays it badly - plays it as Mr. Chamber
lain was playing it in South Africa. It was a 
mistake to do that; also, it was one which was 
unlooked for in a Master who was playing it so 



well in Cuba ~ •• The Master, contemplating Cuba, 
'said 1 Here is an oppressed and friendless little 
nation which is willing to fight to be free; we go 
partners, and put up the strength of seventy million 
sympathizers and the resources of the United states: 
play!', Nothing but Europe combined can call that 
hand,: and Europe cannot combine on anything • 

• • • presently, came the Philippine temptation. 
It was strong, and he made that bad mistake: he 
played the European game, the Chamberlain game. It 
was a pity; it was a great pity, that error; that 
one grievous error, that irrevocable error. For it 
~as the very place to play the American game again. 
And at no cost. Rich winnings to be gathered in, 
too; rich and permanent; indestructible; a fortune 
transmissable forever to the children of the flag. 
Not land, not money, not dominion - no, something 
worth many times more than that dross: our share, 
the spectacle of a nation of long harassed and 
persecuted slaves set free through our influence; 
our posterity's share, the golden memory of that 
fair deed. 67 
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In this passage we can see the Agency-Purpose ratio 

functioning. From an American, democratic agency, one would 

not expect a European, imperialist result. Twain is saying 

that America has abadoned its ideals in favor'of its base 

nature. America is not good enough for its idealistic 

pretensions. 

Through satire, Twain was able to accentuate the 

contradiction between American actions and values. Reveal-

ing inconsistencies seemed always his foremost strategy in 

spurring the masses to what he regarded as the proper moral 

stance and behavior for a Christian nation. 

Closely related to Burke's third level of identifi-

cation is Twain's manipulation of national symbols. As a 

populous finds unity through its flag and other symbols, it 
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is an efficient means of reaching them. In Twain's first 

interview after his return to the states, he used the symbol 

of the American Eagle to express his anti-Imperialist views. 

He said that he was "opposed to having the Eagle put its 

talons on any other land." Early iri 1901, in a speech to 

the City Club, Twain degraded the flag as a means of de

grading Imperialism. He remarked, "I know enough about the 

Philippines' to have a strong aversion to sending our bright 

boys out there to fight with a disgraced musket under a 

polluted flag •••• "68- Only a month later Twain solved 

the problem of disgracing the flag in the Philippine War 

by suggesting that we design a special flag for such cam

paigns: "We can have just our usual flag with the white 

stripes painted black and the stars replaced by the skull 

and cross-bones."69 

There were those close to Twain who worried that 

not even he had sufficient credit in the area of good 

will to long escape charges of traitor for such remarks. 

For the most part, he did escape such charges. Probably 

because he constantly balanced such blasphemy with a 

poignant vision of what America was and could still be. 

Only a paragraph before he suggested the skull and cross

bones version of the flag, he wrote patriotically of what 

the flag truly meant to us: "And our flag - another pride 

of ours - our chiefest! We have worshipped it so; and 

when we have seen it in far lands - glimpsing it unexpected-
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ly in that strange sky, waving its welcome and benediction 

to us - we have caught our breath • • • for the thought of 

what it was to us and the great ideals it stood for."70 

Further reinforcing his patriotic image was his speech 

in celebration of Lincoln's birthday. It was one of the 

more patriotic of his career in which he called for a 

rejoining of North and South under the "one common great 

name - Americans!"71 More significant than the tone of 

the speech was the timing. It was delivered the same month 

that "To the Person Sitting in Darkness" was released. 

Twain threatened to wrestle the flag away from the Imperial

ists and place the burden of patriotic proof on them. 

February of 1901 was one of the last great moments 

for the Anti-Imperialists. From that period forward, its 

proponents fell ever more silent. This resulted partially 

from the fact that the United states ceased to annex new 

lands and also from the fact that.the Imperialists had 

clearly won out. Twain was one of the last Anti-Imperi

alists writing on the issue. Eventually, he took a world 

perspective on the problem, writing about "King Leopold's 

Soliloquy" as late as 1905.72 

Twain joined the Anti-Imperialists because he 

believed his position as "statesman without a salary" 

dictated that he should take a public stance on the issue. 

More than anything else, the Imperialists and the Anti-



Imperialists, waged a battle of motives. Twain was an 

invaluable asset in such a linguistic struggle. 

He sought to pull back the covering motives that 

Hobson discussed, "the white man's burden," and replace 
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them with his own dyslogistic coverings: surplus capital, 

the mob mentality, and greed." Again and again Twain 

demonstrated that America's actions were inconsistent with 

her ideals. This was the most logical strategy for a humor-

ist who had built his career on pointing out the inconsis-

tencies that others missed. 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this study 

is a tangential one. By separating Twains public and pri-
" 

vate writings on Imperialism using the Burkean ratios, we 

see that, at least publically, his rhetoric professed a 

faith in American ideals. Though he may have wished to 

wr:i te off the human race as moral cowards, he could not 

bring himself to do it, probably because he was part of the 

race himself. Eventually, in Letters from the Earth, he 

placed the blame for man's hideous faults on the creator. 

In this way, neither he nor the human race was guilty of 

human atrocities. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE REIGN OF THE KING 

Mark Twain's desire to reform his countrymen ex

plains much of his speaking from 1900-1910. In addition 

to his anti-imperialist speeches discussed in Chapter 4, he 

campaigned vigorously for the ousting of Tammany Hall from 

municipal government in New York City, for copyright laws, 

and for the licensing of osteopaths. Other speeches 

demonstrate the proper role of the citizen-celebrity as 

Twain delivered them gratis to benefit the orphans of Gal

veston, Tuskeegee Institute, the Robert Fulton Memorial 

Association, the San Francisco Earthquake victims, and 

Russian Jews. 

Most of his latter speeches are interesting only 

because he delivered them. This chapter will focus on the 

more political of these addresses, those which he delivered 

in his campaign against Tammany Hall. We will also review 

what is regarded by many as the best speech of his platform 

career, "the Seventieth Birthday Dinner Speech." In addi

tion, Twain's methods of speech preparation and the lecture

like dictation of his autobiography will be discussed. 

Twain's final ten years were years of sorrow and 

celebration. The sorrow stemmed from the many deaths 
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within his family and among his friends. The celebration 

was in reaping the harvest of a brilliant career. 

In 1904, Olivia Clemens died, ending many years 
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of suffering. This added to Twain's emotional trauma over 

losing Susy in 1896. She was his favorite daughter and 

only seventeen when she passed on. His only son, Sam, 

reached 22 months before he died of pneumonia. Though 

that tragedy took place. in 1872, he still blamed himself 

because he had taken young Sam for a buggy-ride on a frosty 

morning. Jean, another of Twain's daughters, and an epilep

tic, died just four months before her father. Thus Twain 

outlived all of his own family, save Clara, and he also 

outlived many of his life-long friends. 

It is no wonder that he tended to see himself as the 

last embattled survivor of the former century. Yet to the 

extent that such sorrow turned him inward, adding to the 

bulk of his dark writings, it also turned him outward to 

collect the public adoration he had earned. He was not 

willing to give up on efforts to reform the human race. He 

chose to do so by setting a personal example in citizenship. 

In his seventieth birthday speech he said that old 

age is when one arrives "at a new and awful dignity; when 

you throw aside the decent reserves which have oppressed you 

for a generation and stand unafraid and unabashed upon your 

seven~terraced summit and look down and teach -

unrebuked."1 
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Those who regard such a remark as purely humorous 

are oblivious to Twain's reform efforts. He endeavored to 

set an example in citizenship for others to follow, calling 

himself a "teacher" and a "statesman without a salary."2 

Indeed he even encouraged universities to establish chairs 

for the study of citizenship.3 

Mark Twain vs. Tammany Hall 

Within three months of his return from Europe, Twain 

was passionately involved in the reshaping of New York City 

politics. Though he was in the midst of his battle with the 

imperialists, he took time to expose municipal corruption. 

He blamed Tammany Hall and its powerful boss, Richard Cro

ker, for the alleged crookedness. Consequently, he gave his 

full support to the Fusionist candidate for mayor, Dr. Seth 

Low, former president of Columbia University.4 

Why would Twain be interested in municipal 

corruption? Though not at that time a citizen of New York 

City, he did live there, renting a townhouse after his 

return from abroad. It was not that Twain was losing 

money to Tammany Hall that provoked his ire. He was 

likely attracted to the issue as a means of demonstrating 

that he practiced what he preached. He advocated moral 

courage over personal benefit on the imperialist problem. 

Campaigning against Tammany Hall was one way of showing 

that integrity begins at home. 



Twain was far from alone in his indictment of the 

Tammany tiger. Though the machine had been in power for 

over 100 years,S the tide of public support had clearly 

turned against it. In the weeks before the election, in 

November of 1901, Harper's Weekly, the New York 

Herald, and the New York Times all called for an 

end to Tammany's rule. 

Harper's Weekley asserted that the "duty of 

good citizens is to destroy the Tammany theory of govern

ment. This is government by a plundering oligarchy for 

the profit of the oligarchy."6 The fraternity of the 

press was united in echoing this theme. Even the presti

gious and generally literary North American Review 

published a strong denouncement of the Tammany regime, 

calling it an organization that "disgraced municipal gov

ernment" and one that was "held together by a carefully 

adjusted community of selfish interests."7 

Twain entered the debate early in 1901 when he 

addressed the City Club of New York on "The Causes of 

of Our Present Municipal Corruption." He urged them to 
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to get organized for the election in the fall. They all 

knew that no new party, and not even the well established 

Republican party could defeat the Tammany machine. Twain 

advised that the independents join forces to take on their 

common enemy. If such an organization were successful, 

then they could defeat the Tammany candidates and dethrone 



Richard Croker. He said: 

You may put this down as a fact: that out of 
every fifty men, forty-nine are clean. Then why is 
it, you may ask, that the forty-nine don't have 
things the way they want them? I'll tell you why 
it is. A good deal has been said here tonight about 
organization. That's just the thing. It's because 
the fiftieth fellow and his pals are organized and 
the other forty-nine are not that the dirty one 
rubs it into the clean fellows every time. • • • 

We hold the balance of power. Put up your best 
men for office and we shall support the better one. 
With the election of the best man for Mayor would 
follow the best man for Police Commissioner and 
Chief of Police. 8 

Twain continued his speech making an allegory of 

a story from his boyhood that illustrated the value of 

organization. He told of belonging to a 34 member church 
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group called the Cadets of Temperance. Every time elections 

were held, the office-holders would use doughnuts to pur-

chase votes from the corruptibles. These office-holders 

he called Croker Brown (Richard Croker, the Tammany Boss) 

and Platt Higgins (Thomas Platt, a Tammany Official). 

Inevitably, the honest candidates lost to the power of 

the doughnuts. 

As the honest factions had insufficient votes to 

compete with the Doughnut Party, they formed a fusionist, 

Anti-Doughnut Party so that they could throw their block 

of votes to the best of the candidates that the ruling 

parties put up. "That was the end of the Crokers and the 

Platts." Twain urged the City Club to join him in forming 

an Anti-Doughnut Party in New York, "one that would not 
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take office, but will keep the others safe."9 

Twain's strategy was enacted under the name of 

Fusionists. He campaigned hard for the defeat of Tammany 

candidates. The celebrity post at banquets was insuffici

ent for his crusade on civic responsibilty. He ceremonious

ly joined the Order of Acorns, a group that broadly publi

cized their anti-Tammany stance. Twain was even seen on the 

streets lecturing policemen about the evils of Tammany and 

soliciting their support for Seth Low. 10 He used his 

celebrity status to focus the attention of the press on 

one issue: the immediate need to expurgate Tammany from the 

New York political scene. 

Twain's most vicious attack on Tammany came in the 

form of a satire. "Edmund Burke on Croker and Tammany" he 

delivered on October 17, 1901, at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel 

just weeks before the election. The occasion was the Order 

of Acorns Dinner so the crowd was partisan in the extreme 

and willing to endorse any criticism of Tammany. 

Advance notice of the speech was provided by the 

Herald under the headline, "Mark Twain's Only Campaign 

Speech." It announced the subject of his speech and said 

that it would be "serious."11 

Unless one is steeped in the political milieu of 

that era, the speech is sometimes difficult to follow. It 

consists of extracts from Burke's efforts to impeach Warren 

Hastings. Burke's speech is slightly altered. Twain 
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tells the audience to think of the Calcutta Great Council, 

the directors of the India Company, as Tammany Hall, and 

to think of Richard Croker as Warren Hastings. The conclu-

sion of the speech will serve well to illustrate the 

strategy: 

The issue before the Lords was Hastings and 
Hastingism; the only issue before New York in the 
imminent election is Croker and Crokerism. The 
two issues are the same, under differing names. 
If Edmund Burke were here he could change the names 
and make his speech again and it would fit our. cir
cumstances exactly. Would he make it? We know by 
the heart of that great Irishman, and by his history, 
by the noble hatred that was in him of all forms of 
wrong, dishonesty, chicane and oppression, that he 
would; and that he would beseech New York, with all 
the powers of his tongue and brain, and all the per
suasions of his eloquence, to vote into obliteration 
and vacancy Mr. Croker and the infamies which he rep
resents. And so we are privileged to imagine him 
here present and uttering again the righteous indig
nation which fell from his lips long ago. And we 
know how he would close. We know that he would 
paraphrase his majestic impeachment of Warren Hast
ings, and say to the voters of New York: 

'We know that we can commit safely the interests 
of this great metropolis into your hands. Therefore 
it is with confidence that ordered by the people -

'I impeach Richard Croker of high crimes and 
misdemeanors. 

'I impeach him in the name of the people, whose 
trust he has betrayed. 

'I impeach him in the name of all the people of 
America, whose national character he has dishonored. 

'I impeach him in the name and by virtue of 
those eternal laws of ju~tice which he has violated. 

'I impeach him in the name of human nature it
self, which he has cruelly outraged, injured, and 
oppressed, in both sexes, in every age, rank, 
and condition of life. 12 

The New York Herald carried excerpts from the 

speech the next day, including Twain's prefacing remarks 

saying that 99 of every hundred citizens "would like to 
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vote Croker into New Jersey."13 

In the following week Twain continued his campaign 

by intoducing Seth Low to a noonday rally. He said: "New 

York has eaten the Tammany banana and nEads a doctor. I 

think I can introduce you to a competent one in Dr. Seth 

Low. II After Low completed his speech, the shouts went up 

for Twain to speak again. He complied by drawing a parallel 

between Tammany's New York and Sodom and Gomorrah. "Sodom 

and Gomorah were well enough in their time," he said, "but 

Tammany could have given them pOints." 14 

Referring back to Chapter 4 for a moment, we can 

see that Twain is once again employing the Agency-Purpose 

ratio. He is warning that agencies like Tammany Hall and 

the India Company tend to produce scoundrels like Croker and 

Hastings, who undermine legitimate government services for 

personal profit. As he did with the Imperialists, Twain is 

not presenting an argument so much as he is defaming by 

metaphor. Calling Croker Hastings and Tammany's New York 

Sodom and Gomorrah declares guilt, not by actual associa

tion, but by symbolic association. This was Twain's forte. 

Mounting relentless satirical attacks on the opposition 

rendered logical rebuttal useless. As humor defies logic, 

satire eludes logical refutation because it works on a 

different plane. As the Diogenes of New York, this was 

Twain's finest contribution to the anti-Tammany forces. 

Even the press recognized his impact for at least 



two political cartoons de~icted him taking on the Tammany 

tiger.15 

If the $2,000,000 waged on the Mayorial race can 
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be used as a measure of interest, the 1901 campaign was 

hotter. than any before it. The Fusionists gained the 

victory for Dr. Seth Low by a majority of over 30,000 votes. 

Low received 275,277 to Shepard's (the Tammany candidate) 

244;907. 16 

The Acorns were jubilant. They celebrated with a 

victory parade that featured Mark Twain and several Acorn 

officers leading a crowd of 5000 to downtown New York. 

There the crowd burned Croker in effigy. Cheers went up 

for Mark Twain and he satisfied them with a eulogy for 

Tammany and its leaders. He said that he was surprised 

that "Tammany got a single vote, with the entire pulpit and 

almost the entire press against it." He then said a few 

words in memory of each of the Tammany candidates that 

suffered defeat. Saving Croker for last he said: "Yes, 

farewell to Croker forever, the Baron of Wantage, the last, 

and I daresay the least desirable, addition to English 

nobility."17 

It is fitting that he should have saved Richard 

Croker for last because he had focussed all of his energies 

on defaming the powerful Tammany boss. Twain seemed always 

in need of a person or a personification to do his work. 

In Richard Croker he found both the person and the personi-
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fication of Tammany Hall. 

The newspapers gave Twain considerable credit for 

the defeat of Tammany Hall. One even published a verse of 

tribute to Twain's victory: 

Who killed Croker? 
I, said Mark Twain. 
I killed Croker, 
I, the Jolly Joker.18 

Twain gave himself credit fo~ the victory as well. 

He recorded victory speeches in his notebook and said that 

modesty prevented him from claiming responsibility for the 

win. 19 

This was his only involvement in a political cam-

paign. Thereafter, he chose to do as he had always done. 

In what we might call the Diogenic tradition, he chose to 

ridicule the powers that be. Yet he did not shy away from 

his crusade on citizenship. In 1906, during his benefit 

speech for Tuskeegee Institute, he hammered away at the old 

theme: 

During 363 days in the year the American citizen 
is true to his Christian private morals, and keeps 
highest; then in the other two days of the year 
he leaves his Christian private morals at home, 
and carries his Christian public morals to the 
tax office and the polls, and does ht e best he 
he can to damage and undo his whole year's faith
ful and righteous work. Without a blush he will 
vote for an unclean boss if that boss is his 
party's Moses, without compunction he will vote 
against the best man in the whole land is he is 
on the other ticket. Every year, in a number of 
cities and states, he helps to put corrupt men in 
office, every year he helps to extend the corrup
tion wider and wider; year after year he goes on 
gradually rotting the country's political life; 



whereas if he could but throwaway his Christian 
public morals and cary his Christian private morals 
morals to the polls, he could promptly purify the 
public service and make the possession of office 
a high and honorable distinction and one to be 
coveted by the very best men the country could fur
nish. But now - well, now he contemplates his un
patriotic work and sighs, and grieves, and blames 
every man but the right one - which is himself.20 

As he did in his anti-imperialist addresses and 

writings, Twain is once again creating dissonance by con-

137 

trasting moral theory and moral practice, the ideal vs. the 

real, and exposing the gulf between them. The conclusion is 

that truly Christian citizens would not allow such a contra-

diction to persist. 

The Seventieth Birthday Speech 

When Twain reached what he called "pier seventy" he 

was in no mood for a celebration. He wanted only a small, 

quiet, and manly dinner with some of his fellow survivors. 

Colonel Harvey, editor of the North American Review and 

business manager of Harper & Brothers, felt differently. He 

believed that America's greatest living author deserved an 

honorary dinner that would be regarded as the literary event 

of the century.21 

Colonel Harvey organized the event. He issued 

invitations to authors and illustrators allover the world. 

With the exception of Twain's closest friends such as Joseph 

Twichell, Henry H. Rogers, and Andrew Carnegie, the guest 

list was restricted to literary people. 22 
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On December 5, 1905, 170 guests assembled in the 

Red Room at Delmonico's. New York had never witnessed such 

an event. The New York Herald reported that it "brought 

together the most notable literary gathering ever seen in 

the metropolis."23 The New York Times went even 

further, claiming that "never before in the annals of this 

country had such a representative gathering of literary men 

and women been seen under one roof." 

The audience alone did not make the event, however. 

Harvey orchestrated its theme, Mark Twain, with cleverness. 

The menus were printed inside a circle of pen and ink 

sketches by Leon Barritt. The sketches depicted Twain at 

various stages in his life: as a printer, and miner, and 

riverboat pilot, and world traveler, and lecturer. The 

final sketch as lecturer had him delivering his famous 

maxim: "'Be good and you will be lonesome. "'24 

The menus were a pleasant enough touch but nothing 

in comparison to the 170 plaster of paris busts of Twain 

that were distributed to the guests. 25 They carried home 

the near life-sized, foot high busts as souvenirs. No doubt 

some of them suffered pangs of jealousy over such a rich 

tribute to one of their peers. 

Colonel Harvey started off the long evening of 

toasts by introducing William Dean Howells who introduced 

the featured speaker of the night, Mark Twain himself. 

Howells read what he called a "double-barreled sonnet" as 
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his tribute to his old friend. Upon completion of the 

reading of the sonnet, he introduced Twain with this advice: 

"'I will not say, '0 King, live forever,' but '0 King, live 

as long as you like! '''26 

The king of American letters was met with a thunder-

ous standing ovation that sustained itself for many minutes, 

akin to the way the Motion Picture Academy will often re-

ceive one of its institutional stars. One reporter conclu

ded that it was a greeting that would have "tickled the 

vanity of the vainest of political adventurers."27 

Twain began his speech by recalling his first 

birthday and comparing it to the present one. He liked 

the seventieth much better than the first. 

I remember that first birthday well. When
ever I think of it, it is with indignation. 
Everything was so crude, so unaesthetic. Nothing 
was really ready. I was born, you know, with a 
high and delicate taste. And then think of it -
I had no hair, no teeth, no clothes. And I had to 
go to my first banquet just like that. 27 

Getting behind the humor to the art of this 

introduction reveals the genius of it. Not only does it 

identify with the occasion of the moment, it also transports 

him to the beginning of his life, gently and aesthetically, 

so that he can begin there in developing the theme of his 

lecture, the process by which we acquire morals and habits. 

As the speech progresses it takes on a melancholic 

tone. Humor and pathos are mixed as he dispenses secrets 



on how to reach 70. The final portion of the speech is 

saturnine. According to those who heard it, Twain spoke 

the words with a corresponding emotional quiver in his 

voice. 29 

[Once you reach seventy] The Previous Engage
ment plea, which in forty years has cost you so 

'many twinges, you can lay aside forever; on this 
of the grave you will never need it again. If you 
shrink at thought of night and winter, and late 
homecoming from the banquet and the lights and 
laughter through the deserted streets - a .desola
tion which would not remind you now, as for a gen
eration it did, that your fr~ends are sleeping and 
creep a-tiptoe and not disturb them, but would only 
remind you that you need not tiptoe, you can never 
disturb them more - if you shrink at thought of 
these things you need only reply, 'Your invitation 
honors me because you still keep me in your remem
brance, but I am seventy, seventy, and would nestle 
in the chimney corner, and smoke my pipe, and read 
my book, and take my rest, wishing you well in all 
affection, and that when you in your turn shall 
arrive at pier No. 70 you may step aboard your 
waiting ship with a reconciled spirit and lay 
your course toward the sinking sun with a con-
tented heart. 30 

Albert Bigelow Paine said that the speech moved 

to tears everyone in the room. The Herald reporter 

was probably more accurate in saying the audience was on 

"the verge of tears."31 

Following Twain's speech, the banquet continued 

with more than ten subsequent toasts to the man of the 

hour. Tributes were offerd by Andrew Carnegie, Brander 

Matthews, and Richard Watson Gilder, to name a few. Even 

a cablegram from Europe was reaG, sent by 31 of Twain's 

overseas friends. These included such notable authors as 
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Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Thomas Hardy, and Rudyard Kipling. 

They sent him "heartiest greetings on his seventieth birth

day" and wished him a "long and prosperous life."32 

The event received tremendous coverage in the press. 

The following day both The New York Times and The New 

York Hera.ld ran front page stories on Twain's seventieth 

birthday dinner. Both of the papers printed Twain's entire 

speech. On December 16th, Harper's Weekly released a 

supplementary edition titled "Mark 'Twain's 70th Birthday -

Souvenir of its Celebration." The cover featured a picture 

of one of the Twain busts while inside was printed every 

formal word of every speech delivered at the dinner. 

Colonel Harvey's honorary dinner for Twain was 

every success he wanted it to be. However, if one wanted 

to be slightly cynical about the event, he could see that 

Harper & Brothers, of which Colonel Harvery was business 

manager, had an enormous stake in Mark Twain's continued 

notoriety. Afterall, they already owned literary rights 

to most of his works and would control those rights long 

after he died. Additionally, it was at that time that 

Harper & Brothers held a five year contract with Twain in 

which they paid him $25,000 annually in exchange for a 

limited number of contributions from him.3 3 The price 

per word was phenomenal for those days. From such a view it 

is unpleasant, but easy to see that Twain's seventieth 

birthday speech may have been a case of "celebrity 
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packaging." Even if it were, it would not diminish the true 

admiration that flowed from his peers or the greatness of 

the speech he delivered. 

Twain's ~ech-Makinq Technigues 

Lorch, Fatout, and even Twain himself have provided 

scholars with a substantial. body of criticism on his lectur

ingstyle and techniques. His private secretary, Isabel 

Lyon, wrote little in her memoirs of the actual lectures, 

though she attended many; even so, her papers are most 

valuable to speech historians for allowing us to examine 

his methods of speech preparation. Through Lyon, we get to 

glimpse the artist in his workshop. 

Subsequent to Twain's well publicized retirement 

from the platform, there arose a clamoring from all across 

the country calling for his return. Invitations poured in 

with such regularity that it necessitated the printing of 

a form letter explaining that he had retired and must 

graciously decline the offer. 34 He accepted only 

invitations of his own choosing, usually ones that requir

ed little travel and offered a familiar audience. He 

accepted no money for his performance and was thereby 

free to do whatever he pleased as he did not have to meet 

the expectations of a paying audience. 

Once he accepted an offer, he would begin pre

paring the speech by searching for a maxim to "hang" it 
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on.35 He collected maxims of his own creation for 

such needs. Lyon indicates, for instance, that on August 

1,1904, Twain wrote the maxim that became the cornerstone 

of his seventieth birthday speech, even though he delivered 

it a year and four months later. She wrote, "Mr. Clemens 

is writing more maxims. This one: (I only quote--) '''You 

can't reach old age by another man's road. My habits 

protect me, but they would assasinate you ••. "'36 

When he delivered his birthday speech he said, "I 

will offer here as a sound maxim ••• " and went on to 

cite only the first sentence of the quote above. After 

illustrating his point with numerous anecdotes, he closed 

the body of the speech with the full quote. 37 

Throughout the Lyon papers are over a hundred 

maxims on now yellowed scraps of paper or envelopes. 

Evidently, when Twain tossed out in conversation what 

she regarded as a quality phrase, she recorded it on what-

ever she happened to have on hand. Some surfaced in later 

speeches or stories while many survived due only to Lyon's 

conscientiousness. The following are some examples of the 

maxims that Lyon preserved and are believed to be unpub-

lished: 

Constipation is the thief of time. 38 

Our Creator himself has taught us the value 
of silence by putting us speechless into the world. 
If we learn to talk later, we do so at our own 
risk. 39 



Reverence? He didn't know the meaning of the 
word. He was the kind of man who would step out 
ahead of God in a procession. .40 

If you could wash the Christianity out of a 
person, t.here is no telling what you could not make 
out of him as a beautiful character. 41 

When Twain had 'settled on a maxim or a suitable 
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quote to use for a speech, he would then write an exegesis, 

a tool of exposition often used by the clergy in preparing 

their sermons. For instance, if a minister wishes to build 

a sermon around one scripture he illustrates its truths by 

a long succession of examples until they are made abundantly 

clear. This homiletic analogy holds true in function and 

figure. Twain often expounded upon one phrase until he had 

it sufficiently and comically illustrated by way of 

anecdotes. This was a most appropriate procedure for him. 

As noted before, he liked to refer to himself as a 

"missionary" and referred to his words as "gospel." His 

exegeses, however, often reached conclusions far afield from 

those of the clergy. Who is to say that he was not using a 

form with which his audiences were intimately familiar in 

order to satirize the form itself, to demonstrate that any 

"truth," no matter how ridiculous, could be reached through 

that agency? 

Once the speech was written he would memorize it 

and rehearse it before Lyon or other friends until he had 

even the pauses and the false hesitancies well in hand. 

He had always believed in memorization of the manuscript 
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so that he could be free of it. As he advised Howells who 

was embarking on a tour in 1899, " ••• do get your 

lectures by heart - it w,ill pay you. II 42 

Twain's conception of memorization, however, was 

not to memorize every word. He believed in memorizing 

the substance of the manuscript. For instance, he relied 

heavily on material from his books for comical illustra-

tion. liThe extracts," he said, "are seldom exactly as 

they are printed, but adapted to circumstances."43 

His capacity for spontaneous and faultless adaptation 

was the core of his genius as an orator. 

He explains the pitfalls of exact memorization in 

a letter to Howells. In the letter he contrasts his method 

with the more traditional method then in practice. He wrote: 

You'll never lose your audience - not even for a 
moment. Their attention is fixed, & never wavers. 
And that is not the case of one who is reading 
from book or MS., or where he stands up without 
a note & frankly exposes the fact, by his confident 
manner and phrasing, that he is not improvising, 
but reciting from memory. And in the heat of 
telling a thing that is memorised in substance 
only, one flashes out the happiest suddenly-begot
ten phrases every now & then! Try it. Such a 
phrase has a life & sparkle about it that twice 
as good a one could not exhibit if prepared be
forehand, & it "fetches" an audience in such an 
enthusing & inspiring & uplifting way that that 
lucky phrase breeds another one, sure. 44 

Thus, for all Twain's raving about memorization, 

he was really endorsing the extemporaneous style all along. 

Yet he did have such a fine memory that he often delivered 

his speeches matching the manuscript at home word for word. 
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He simply had the courage to deviate from the prepared text 

if the moment allowed or called for it. 

Howells, however, believed that Twain's only "near 

failur"es" in speaking resulted from his "rare trust" in 

spontaneity. "He recalled that Twain's preparation for a 

speech was meticulous, that not only did he use the old 

Greek mnemonic system of artifact arrangement as a means of 

memorizing every word and every syllable by association, he 

also memorized every nonverbal cue and kept the audience 

constantly in mind as he adapted to their imagined respon

ses.45 Thus Howells and Twain contradict one another 

on whether Twain memorized or did not memorize his speeches. 

Likely, he memorized his addresses and relied on sponta

neity as well. 

In his speech, "On Speech Making Reform," Twain 

admits to employing a sophisticated method of prepara

tion: 

. • . the best and most telling speech is not the 
actual impromptu one, but the counterfeit of it; 
they know that that speech is most worth listening 
to which has been carefully prepared in private • • . 
The expert knows that. A touch of indifferent 
grammar flung in here and there, apparently at 
random, has good effect • • . He arranges these 
errors in private; for a really random error 
wouldn't do any good; it would be sure to fall in 
the wrong place. 46 

Thus Twain liked to build it all in. He believed 

that the most moving speech was one in which the art was 

concealed. So he created the falsely flawed speech, in 
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advance, in order to convey the appearance of spontaniety. 

Likely it was the transparent. style of the elocutionists 

that caused him vehemently to reject that form. In 

speaking, as in everything else, he enjoyed clever 

posturing. Feigning epiphany before an audience delighted 

them and added to the myth that Mark Twain was a "natural." 

From the days Twain first began commenting on 

speech techniques, he believed that the nonverbal elements 

superceded the verbal ones in determining success. His 

one great failure as a speaker was ironically at another 

literary event which honored the seventieth birthday of 

John Greenleaf Whittier. Twain blamed his failure, origi-

nally, on his content. He felt that satirizing the works 

of those present, Emerson, Longfellow, and Whittier, was 

as inappropriate content for the occasion. In autobiograph

ical dictation in 1906, however, he read the speech again 

and decided that poor delivery caused it to fail. He said: 

I have read it twice, and unless I am an idiot, 
it hasn't a single defect in it from the first 
word to the last. It is just as good as can be. 
It is smart; it is saturated with humor. There 
isn't a suggestion of coarseness of vulgarity in 
it anywhere. What could have been the matter with 
that house? It is amazing, it is incredible, that 
they didn't shout with laughter, and those dieties 
the loudest of them all. Could the fault have been 
with me? Did I lose my courage when I saw those 
great men up there whom I was going to describe in 
such strange fashion? If that happened, if I show
ed doubt, that can account for it, for you can't be 
successfully funny if you show that you are afraid 
of it. Well, I can't account for it, but if I had 
those beloved and revered old literary immortals 
back here now on the platform at Carnegie Hall I 



would take that same speech, deliver it, word for 
word, and melt them till they'd run allover that 
stage. Oh, the fault must have been with me, it is 
not in the speech at all. 47 
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Twain's gratis platform years were in many ways his 

best. He controlled the frequency of his appearances, and 

where and to whom he would speak, in contrast to the relent

less schedule of the circuit. In many ways he became as 

free as his own Huck Finn; protected by the age and senility 

of his Mark Twain persona rather than Huck's naivete, he 

was able to escape excessive criticism for whatever he said 

or did. 

He anxiously awaited his speaking dates. The day 

before his "Tuskegee Institute Benefit Speech," he remarked, 

"I am promising myself a good time tomorrow night. It is 

a devilish speech, full of hypocrisy and sin, & I wouldn't 

miss it for the anything."48 This attitude, in conjunc-

tion with worshipful audiences, created a milieu in which 

his greatest oratorical success was attainable. 

Lecturing for the Autobiography 

Twain did not restrict his lecturing to the plat-

form. He lectured at home as well. After the death of 

Susy in 1896, he began to shun the long hours of writing, 

which had always been prolific, and replaced much of it 

with talk. The quality of his talk, when dining with 

friends or entertaining guests of his own, differed little 

from that of his lectures. Richard Watson Gilder said 



that he heard Twain relate stories "' •.• on public 

occasions and before private audiences of three or four 

or more, and always with the same spirit, originality, 

dramatic completeness, artistic finish, and sustained 

and·surprising humor •••• '''49 

In Florence, Italy, in 1904, Twain first tried 

dictating his autobiography and took to it like a lost 

friend. Lyon served as his stenographer and he loved 

the ease with which he produced a bulk of manuscript. 

"How like talk it is, & how real it sounds, & how 

well and compactly and sequentially it constructs itself, 

& what a dewy & breezy & woodsy freshness it has. " 

Twain exclaimed to Howells. 50 He became so infatuated 

with it that he talked of hiring a pool of stenographers 

and keeping them going in relays. Inevitably, though, 

he lost his enthusiasm for it when the newness wore off 

and it became routine. "It is as bad as knowing it is 

Sunday because there are fish cakes for breakfast," he 

said.51 
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Nevertheless, off and on for the following four 

years he continued to dictate his autobiography. In truth, 

he lectured his autobiography, from his bed, the living 

room, and on the veranda. He paced in his brown robe up 

and down the living room or the veranda, smoking one cigar 

after another, gesturing and pausing to collect his 

thoughts, sometimes detouring from the subject of the 



moment to lash out at religion, disease, death, friends 

turned traitors, and the merciless God who had furnished 

them all. 52 
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Following the morning dictations or "lecture", he 

proofed the manuscript by reading it aloud in the afternoon 

or evening. By so doing he could expurgate blasphemous 

passages and indelicate remarks and make sure that the oral 

style held. Deleting the more "truthful" remarks did not, 

however, remove them from his mind. There they remained 

and simmered, only to erupt again in a later session. 

Sometimes he worked himself into such a frenzy over the 

swindles of life that he wished lightning would split open 

his head. "There is always plenty of lightning," he 

charged, "but such damned indiscrimination in the use of 

it. "53 Such outbursts might have come from a man in 

analysis. Perhaps the process of dictating the autobio

graphy amounted to self-imposed analysis. The sessions 

might have caused him to articulate ideas that may never 

have gained fruition in the written mode. Lyon recorded 

several lengthy tirades that have the flavor of Letters 

from the Earth and "The Mysterious Stranger," both of 

which he worked on during the autobiography years. It 

may be that the autobiography lectures amounted to an 

inventional means of producing the seeds for his bitter, 

satirical and anti-religious essays which were published 

posthumously. 
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William James wrote in 1907, after sitting in on 

one of the dictation sessions, that he was "'only good for 

monologue, in his old age, or for dialogue at best, but 

he's a dear little genius all the same. '''54 

Monologue was what Twain wanted, though. He was 

concerned that his autobiography have a distinctive oral 

quality. He believed that it would be the most truthful 

in tone of ~ny ever written. He expected that it would be 

a model for the subsequent autobiographies of others. 

Twain struggled to make the book read in an oral 

fashion by arranging grammatical markings to reflect the 

slips, halts, and pauses of spontaneous oratory. The oral 

method attracted him due to earlier written attempts that 

had resulted in a product that was too brazenly literary. 

That style, he felt, had no blemish, except that it was 

all blemish. 55 

When Twain completed his autobiography in 1908, 

Kaplan points out that his last entry in his engagement 

book was the single \'1ord '" Talk. ' "56 He did not retire 

from lecturing so much as he retired to it. 

In the dark years, due to personal calamity, old 

age, and an uncertain focus for his writing, Twain sought 

refuge in the spoken word, that mode which had guided him 

to greatness so often before. 



Notes 

1 "Mark Twain's 70th Birthday," Harper's 

Weekly 23 Dec. 1905: 1885. 

2paul Fatout, ed. , Mark Twain Speaking 

(Iowa City: Iowa UP, 1976 ) 370. 

3Louis Budd, Our Mark Twain (Philadelphia: 

Pennsylvania UP, 1983) 187. 

4"Highways and Byways," The Chatauguan 

Dec. 1981: 226. 

5Jerome Mushkat, foreword, Tammany: The 

Evolution of ,,~ Political Machine 1789-1865 (New York: 

Syracuse UP, 1971) vii. 

6"Shall the Reign of Crime be Continued?" 

Harper's Weekly 2 Nov. 1901: 2341. 

7walter L. Hawley, "The Strengths and Weak-

nesses of Tammany Hall" North American Review 4 Nov. 

1901: 31. 

8Fatout 370. 

9Fatout 372. 

10Ph~1~p S F k T ' S . 1 C 't' ~ ~ • oner, Mar wa~n: oc~a r~ ~c 

(New York: International Publishers, 1958) 100. 

11 "Mark Twain's Only Campaign Speech" The New 

York Herald 16 Oct. 1901, 7. 

12Fatout 441-442. 

13"Mark Twain's First Campaign Speech" The New 

York Herald 18 Oct. 1901, 5. 

152 



14patout 414-415. 

15Budd 187. 

16"LOW 275,277 to 244,907 Shepard" The New 

York Herald 6 nov. 1901, 5. 

17patout 415-416. 

18Poner 1(;0. 

19Hamlin E'ill, Mark. Twain: God's Pool (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1973) 39. 

20patout 479. 

21Albert Bigelow Paine, Mark Twain: A Bioqra-

£hy, 4 vols. (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1912) 1250. 

22paine 1250-1252. 

23"Celebrate Twain's 70th Birthday" The New 

York Times 6 Dec. 1905, 1. 

24"Mark Twain at 70 Tells the Secret of Long 

Life" The New York Herald 6 Dec. 1905, 1. 

25"celebrate," 2. 

26"celebrate," 2. 

27"Mark Twain's 70th Birthday," 1885. 

28'Celebrate," 1. 

29"Mark Twain's 70th Birthday," 1885. 

30"Mark Twain's 70th Birthday," 1885. 

32"Mark Twain at 70," 1. 

33 H'1l " 153 ]. xx].]., • 

153 



34 
Isabel V. Lyon, Journal 1905, ms., Jean 

Webster McKinney Family Papers, Vassar College, Pough-

keepsie, New York, Aug. 10. 

35 Lyon ts., July 26, 1904. 

36 Lyon ts., Aug. 1, 1904. 

37 Fatout 46,2. 

38 LYOn ms. , 1909. 

39 LYOn ms., 1904. 

40 
1904. Lyon ms., 

41 July 1 , 1904. Lyon ms. , 

42Frederick Anderson, William M. Gibson and 

Henry Nash Smith, eds., Selected Mark Twain-Howells 

Letters 1872-1910 (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1967) 339. 

43Fatout 312. 

44Anderson 340. 

45wi11iam D. Howells, foreword, Mark Twain's 

Speeches edited by Albert Bigelow Paine (New York: Harper 

& Brothers, 1923) ix. 

46paine, Mark Twain's Speeches, 2. 

47Mark Twain, Autobiographical dictation, Jan. 

154 

11, 1904, ts., Mark Twain Papers, -1. of California, Berke-

ley, 1 96-1 97. 

48 Lyon ms., Jan. 29, 1906. 

49Fatout xxvi. 

50Anderson 371. 

51 Lyon, ms., June 9, 1906. 



52 Lyon , ms., June 21, 1906. 

53 LyOn , ms., Oct. 11, 1906. 

54Justin .Kaplan, Mark Twain and Mr. Clemens 

(New York: Simon and Schuster, '1966) 451. 

55Charles Neider, introduction, The Autobio-

graphy of Mark Twain (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1959) 

xi. 

56Kaplan 452. 

155 



156 

CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

When one sets out to contribute a significant work 

to the tremendous body of Mark Twain scholarship, he quickly 

realizes that he is doing little more than following the 

well-blazed trails of former scholars. The new researcher 

often feels as Peary must have felt when he arrived at the 

North Pole only to discover that Cook had reaped his 

deserved notoriety by having the simple advantage of 

priority. 

Reading Justin Kaplan's Mark Twain and Mr. 

Clemens or Louis Budd's Our Mark Twain can, as Huck 

Finn would say, "take the tuck all out of you." Putting 

such master works of scholarship Hell out of memory is 

essential to mustering the courage to take pen in hand. 

Still they haunt the fledgling researcher at every turn 

for one knows that they have seen more and written of it 

more eloquently. 

It is a truism that research is not finding what 

no one else.has found, but rather, seeing what others have 

seen and thinking what no one else has thought. This 

perspective served as the guiding creed for the present 

study. Returning to original sources often proved invalu-



157 

able because, in rare manuscript collections at Berkeley and 

Vassar were items that were passed over by researchers 

who worked from a non-rhetorical methodology. The creed 

held equally true for anthologies and letters and maga-

zine articles. The rhetorical perspective employed made 

previously unci ted portions of documents prominent and 

frequently cited portions less significant. Thus it is 

the methodology that guides the scholar's vision and 

determines, in many ways, what he is capable of thinking. 

This study has focused on Mark Twain's speaking 

in his final decade. A good deal has been written on 

Twain's speaking, but it amounts only to a few pages 

when compared to the volumes of literary criticism and 

biographical writings on the man and his works. Those 

few pages about his speaking contain only paragraphs dealing 

with his latter speeches. Thus this study can claim 

originality in being the first to bring a rhetorical 

methodology to Twain's serious speaking in the dark years. 

Though the Burkean perspective functioned well 

in eliciting insights into Twain's rhetorical efficacy, 

other rhetorical methods might yield greater results. 

Bormann's Fantasy Theme Analysis would be a fascinating 

means of analyzing Twain's anti-imperialist rhetoric. 

After all, did Twain not anchor into the great myths of 

American culture in attempting to motivate his public? 



A genre analysis of the rhetoric of ridicule 

could produce provocative results as well. There would 

be value in ascertaining the means by which the satirist 

performer works. Traditionaly, how has he managed his 

public and private personae? How did Mort Saul and 

Dick Gregory and Ab~y Hoffman manage theirs? These are 

questions well worth answering. Little is known about 
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the rhetoric of ridicule, what we might call the Diogenic 

Tradition. Empirical studies have cast doubt on the suasory 

capacity of satire. Even greater doubts, however, have been 

raised concerning the reliability of satirical definition, 

measurement, and control. Rhetorical investigations may 

solve some of the design problems suffered by studies on 

satire and persuasion. For instance, the present study has 

suggested that satire functions to unify the forces that 

already agree with the speaker's viewpoint. Might it be, 

then, that satire has an innoculation function? Such an 

hypothesis could be tested empirically. 

Moving away from rhetorical methodologies, we 

might ask, "What specifi? projects remain for the scholar 

who would study Twain's speaking?" Many worthwhile projects 

remain. 

Content analyses comparing Twain's oral and written 

styles would be of value. Chapter II of this dissertation 

undertook a cursory content comparison of oral and written 

chapters from Huckleberry Finn. A more detailed and 
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systematic study ought to be conducted. The University of 

California at Berkeley has Twain's oral reading copy of 

Huckleberry Finn. That version could be compared with 

the published version to ascertain whether, on the whole, 

the changes in the oral version reveal patterns. 

More should be done with Twain's rhetorical cam

paigns. A dissertation could focus exclusively on Twain's 

anti-imperialist rhetoric. Imperialism has a long and 

complex history. That needs to be fully understood before 

Twain's strategies make sense. 

A Master's thesis could trace and analyze Twain's 

campaign against Tammany Hall. Little has been done with 

this campaign. An intense communion with newspaper and 

magazine files in the New York Public Library should 

complete this history. 

One last work that ought to be undertaken is a 

study that would compile all that Twain has said about 

speaking. In his novels and short stories and speeches and 

autobiographical dictations and letters he often commented 

about speaking and the power of speech. Getting all of 

these sources together might reveal Twain's theory of 

speaking, disjointed though it no doubt would be. 

The most prudent means of making a worthwhile 

contribution to Twain scholarship seventy-five years after 

his death is to restrict the focus to non-literary and 

non-biographical matters. Huckleberry Finn has been 
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analyzed so many different ways that t~e adventure has been 

lost. The river no longer moves. What was once a panoramic 

novel has been reduced to a still life by its ubiquitous 

critics. We do not need more monographs on the symbolism of 

the river; we need someone to make it move again, to bring 

back the magic. 

Biographies are immediately overshadowed by Kaplan's 

Pulitzer Prize winning work and by Albert Bigelow Paine's 

three volume, official biography. The greatest opportunity 

in this area is to restrict the scope of the study to only a 

few years, as did Nigey Lennon in writing Mark Twain in 

California and Cardwell in writing Twins of Genius, 

the story of Twain's 1884 reading hour. 

The primary conclusion of this dissertation is that 

Mark Twain deserves more than gratuitous paragraphs in 

histories of rhetoric. In casting his persona as a 

humorist, he paid the penalty of humor in his own time and 

he pays it still. Brander Matthews, one of Twain's 

contemporaries, wrote of this tragedy in his Aspects of 

Fiction. Matthews said that Twain showed "more insight 

into the springs of human action" than any other American 

author, and yet, he was dismissed as nothing more than a 

mere "funny man."1 

For students of rhetoric, what could be of greater 

value than to understand the "springs of human action," or 

to study the rhetorical efforts of one who understood their 
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functions. If those in the Gilded Age disparaged humor, we 

of this later generation should know better. Certainly we 

have seen the power of satire and irony as they played their 

parts in the drama of the 1960's. 

The only thing standing between the rhetorical 

critic and his acceptance of Twain as a rhetor is Mark Twain 

himself. He worked so diligently in perpetuating his own 

myth and was so successful in so doing that many cannot get 

beyond it. Literary scholars have been working the past . 

decade to unmask or demythologize Mark Twain. Hamlin Hill 

ruffled feathers when he presented the dark side of Twain in 

his, Mark Twain: God's Fool. Louis Budd upset 

doctorates of literature when he suggested that the success 

of Mark Twain's literature might have more to do with his 

talent for myth-making than with his literary talents. 2 

In short, for communication scholars, the subject of value 

is not what Mark Twain wrote or said, but by what means he 

manipulated the media and forums of his day in creating a 

persona of enduring fame. 
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1Brander Matthews, Aspects of Fiction and 

Other ventures in Criticism (New York: Harper & Brothers, 

1896) 36. 

2Louis Budd, "A Talent for Posturing," The 

Mythologizing of Mark Twain Sara deSausure Davis and 

Philip D. Beidler, eds. (University: Alabama UP, 1984) 78. 
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