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Introduction

The fact that Mark Twain has been one of the most widely
acclaimed personalities in the history of American literature and
yet one who, until recently, has received a stormy and uncertain
critical acclaim makes a reinterpretation of the shaping of critical
concepts concerning him imperative. This survey will not, of course,
attempt to cover the entire field of criticism in detail, but will
rather be selective in nature, giving only enough basic evidence to
establish the outline of the changing critical opinions accorded to
Mark Twain from the early reviews to the present. Major emphasis
will be given to an evaluation of the importance of Bernard BeVoto
in shaping current critical trends,
>

The areas to be discussed are wide and diverse, covering 
the fields of American criticism from idealism through the ’’genteel 
age, ” romanticism, realism, psychoanalytic analysis, and Marxism, 
down to soeio-historieal criticism and aesthetieism. These various 
schools of critical thought will be discussed and interpreted in the 
light of Mark Twain criticism, since he has been evaluated and placed 
by nearly all of them as either humorist and personality, psychotic al
ly frustrated potential genius, pessimist and philosopher, product of 
the American frontier, and finally rather reluctantly and recently as 
an artist in his own right.

The fact that Mark Twain lived and wrote when he did in the
*, ■



latter part of the nineteenth century places him in a vital, 
conflicting age, from both a literary as well as a social 
standpoint. Evidences of this conflict will certainly be seen 
affecting the trends of criticism and will be examined accord
ingly « necessarily much must also be said about the America of 
the 1920*8, since it was out of this period that a solidification 
of interpretation began to take shape. Finally, it may be seen 
that the definitive word on Hark Twain has not yet been said 
but that with the solid contribution of DeVoto, many\ new areas 
of thought have been opened for analysis and consideration.

v



CHAPTER I

IN THE CRUCIBLE: 1865-1890

The most striking of many paradoxes about Mark Twain 
is the cleavage' between his fame and his critical repu
tation. The popular success of The Innocents Abroad 
and the still earlier Jumping Frog may be disregarded, 
but for at least sixty years the intelligent reading 
public everywhere has regarded him as a literary artist 
of the first rank, and for at least thirty-five years 
most literary criticism during his lifetime rejected 
him altogether: a Howells or a Brander Matthews might
oppose the general condemnation, but the genteel tradi
tion thought of him as hardly a man of letters at all—
as at best a mere humorist, at worst a coarse buffoon,
and always an undisciplined and uneducated extemporizer 
who was ignorant of the canons of literary art.-*-

This statement made by Bernard DeVoto in 1936 is a revealing 
one concerning the early critical reception of Mark Twain in America,
Indeed, a marshalling of the evidence shows that Mark Twain was an
overwhelmingly popular humorist and platform lecturer during the 
early years of his career, but that he was largely ignored by the 
critical judges of the day. This condition existed predominately 
certainly until after the publication of Huckleberry Finn in I88I4., 
when a shift in the critical temper can be discerned. Of course, 
even at the beginning of his career, Mark Twain was considered to 
be more of a popular personality than an author; this then shaded

Bernard DeVoto, "Review of Sagenknecht1 s Mark Twain: The
Man and His Work," NEQ, IX (June 1936), 333.
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off into the designation of humorist and buffoon0
Newspaper work gave Mark Twain the initial opportunity to 

express his creativity. His, however, was an age of humorous lectures; 
Artemus Ward had begun the tradition. It is not surprising then that 
Mark Twain, after visiting the Sandwich Islands as a newspaper report
er, made his first success as a. public lecturer on October 2, 1866.
From this time until after his European trip, made to finance his bank
ruptcy following the Paige typesetter episode. Twain was a noted suc
cess as a lecturer. The Cooper Institute in New York in 1867 was the 
site of his first Eastern appearance. The Sandwich Island lectures 
continued as favorites, and he capitalized on them. In 1868-9 he gave 
"Innocents Abroad" lectures, and in 1871 he was talking on Artemus 
Ward. In addition to these, as a part of his sales technique for his 
books, he gave excerpts from the forthcoming publications. All over 
the country he was acclaimed as the most interesting and humorous 
lecturer of his age. A comment in the New York Time*s Tribune ran as 
follows;

If there are those who fondly think that the popularity 
of The American humoristic school is on the decline, they 
would have been bravely undeceived by a visit to Steinway 
Hall last night. The most enormous audience ever•collected 
at any audience in New York came together to listen to 
"Mark Twain's" talk on "Roughing It." Before the doors 
were opened $1,300 worth of tickets had been sold, and for •

. some time before Mr. Clemens appeared the house was cram
med in every part by an audience of over 2,000. A large 
number were turned away from the door, and after the close 
of the evening's entertainment the officers of the Library 
Association warmly urged Mr. Clemens to repeat his lecture 
for the benefit of those who were disappointed.̂

^Sew York Time's Tribune, January 2k, 1872, p. it.
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Another comment ran along similar lines; "Mark Twain's lecture in the 
Music Hall last evening was very favorably received by one of the 
largest audiences of the season,.«.The audience would have remained an 
hour longer if it had been Mr. Twain's wish."3 The reports came in 
auspiciously as Twain went triumphantly from lecture platform to lecture 
platform. And with the exception of the one unfortunate speech at the 
"Whittier dinner party of 1877, where jest failed, he was welcomed as an 
after-dinner speaker. His triumphs, popularity, and successes were, not 
to be surpassed by any of the age in the lecture field. Fame and popu
larity were his,

Mark Twain's reception as an author was, however, greatly 
different from his reception as a lecturer.. This is not to suggest 
that his books were not well received by the reading public. As a 
matter of fact his works were overwhelmingly and enthusiastically 
received by the people. The sales record of his books was nothing 
less than fantastic. On July 8, 1882 Mark Twain wrote a letter 
indicating that more than 73,000 copies of Roughing It, 60,000 copies 
of Gilded Age, 1|.0,000 copies of Tom Sawyer, lj.0,000 copies of Sketches, 
and 70,000 copies of Tramp Abroad had been sold.̂  These statistics 
of sale were indicative of the approval of the reading public.

^Chicago Tribune, November 21, 1869, p. 3«
Ŝamuel Charles Webster, Mark Twain, Business Man (Boston;

Little Brown and Co., 19U6), (facsimile copy of letter in Mark Twain's 
handwriting.)p. 190.



It is interesting to note that on the one hand critics devoted very 
little magazine space to reviews of Mark Twain’s works during these 
early years s while on the other hand, interestingly, newspaper items 
concerning Twain were abundant. His slightest movements were good 
for print. His letters always made good copy, and further, he could 
be assured of free advertisement for his books because of the popu
larity of his own person. 11 From the time of the publication of 
Innocents Abroad, the promise of a new book by Clemens was sure to 
receive wide heralding in the newspapers,"5

Even adverse newspaper publicity helped in the sale of books, 
Two such items are well-known. The first had to do with a picture 
used to illustrate Huckleberry Finn. Regardless of authenticity, 
reports purported that one plate contained an indecency. Some 3,000 
copies containing the picture were supposed to have been released 
before suppression. Of course, the papers carried embellished reports, 
providing free publicity. The other episode was the exclusion of 
Huckleberry Finn by the Concord Library Committee, lewspaper reaction 
was instantaneous, and Twain wrote: "The Committee of the Public
Library of Concord, Mass., have given us a rattling tip-top puff 
which will go into every paper in the country. They have expelled

^Arthur L. Vogelbaek, "The Literary Reputation of Mark Twain 
in America— 1869-1883" (Unpublished Master’s thesis. Dept, of English, 
University of Chicago, 1939), p. 33°



Huck from their library as 'trash, and suitable only for the slums01
6That will sell 25<,000 copies for us sure."

Even if it is admitted that sometimes Twain's works did not
receive the careful attention they deserved, ■ still there were some 
rather important early reviews. Those written between 1867 and 1890
can be seen to divide themselves roughly into three areas„ First
were the small minority which viewed him as a moralist. Typical of 
this type of comment was an early one by Charles Henry Webb, publish
er of "The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County, and Other 
Sketches," who said in 186?.that Twain was primarily a moralist and 
secondarily.a humorist, but that he, Webb, was going to present only 
his humorous works in his volume of sketches. V. D. Howells, too, 
had noticed deeper qualities in Twain even though he was always to 
view him primarily as a humorist. In 1875 he commented;

...here is the fine, forecasting humor..here is 
the burlesque...5 here is the incorruptible rightmind
edness that always warms the heart to this wit...| but 
there is another quality in this book which we fancy we 
shall hereafter associate more and more with our familiar 
impressions of him, and that is a growing seriousness, of 
meaning in the apparently unmoralized drolling, which 
must result from the humorist's second thought of 
political and social absurdities.?

Here was Mark Twain seen as moralist.

Âlbert Bigelow Paine, Mark Twain's Letters (Hew York: 
Harper and Brothers, 1917), II,"1152.

?¥. D. Howells, My Mark Twain (Hew York: Harper & Brothers,
1910), pp. 120-121.
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It was Howells who5 along with Henry James., spurred the

transition from an age of romantic idealism to an age of realism.
Of Twain’s own tendencies toward realism he commented on "A True
Story": "The rugged truth of the sketch leaves all other stories
of slave life infinitely far behind, and reveals a gift in the
author for the simple, dramatic report of reality which we have

8seen equalled in no other American writer." Howells, himself, 
can be seen as an exception to the lack of appreciation by the 
Eastern genteel school, which vented its critical temper on Twain 
by calling him essentially humorist or just plain funny man or 
buffoon. Of course, Howells could see that Twain was basically 
humorist, but he saw infinitely more.

This second area, which might be most appropriately labeled 
as professional funny man, is most prolific ally represented in the 
reviews | and it is with this designation that he was ultimately 
tagged for the period under discussion. The element of humor was 
abundantly recognized, variously labeled, and duly criticized by 
the Eastern critics. Theirs was not a culture which could tolerate 
the broad openness of a Western humorous tradition. The solution 
was to recognize in Twain only the unrefined, the slapstick, the 
vulgar, the funny. He was to be placed in much the same category 
as other funny men of the day; Josh Billings, Orpheus Kerr, Sut

8Ibid., p. 123.
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Lovingood, and Arteraus Ward. A typical comment ran as follows:

There is, besides those we have mentioned, another 
characteristic of "American humor" which consists in a 
certain sort of what may be called fatuousness....' ■
Nearly all of (Artemus Ward's) jokes have in them a. 
display of mental hopelessness— not to say imbecility—  
a drifting along of the mind from one topic to another, 
suggested but not really connected topic, and are largely 
dependent on this for their humorous effect....But the 
author of "The Innocents Abroad" has some of it— though 
something of what he has is acquired and imitative, we 
should say--and he may be taken to be rather more nearly 
Artemus Ward's successor in this line than either of the 
other humorists to whom we have referred.y

In an early review of The Innocents Abroad, Howells stated:
Under his nom de plume of Mark Twain, Mr. Clemens is 

well known to the very large world of newspaper readers; 
and this book ought to secure him something better than 
the uncertain standing of a popular favorite. It is no 
business of ours to fix his rank among the humorists 
California has given us, but we think he is, in an 
entirely different way from, all the others, quite worthy 
of the company of the best.

Of the same book, Bret Harte, while detecting overtones of serious
ness, in the work, said that ". l.Mr. Clemens deserves to rank foremost 
among Western humorists; and, in California, above his only rival,
'John Phoenix,' whose fun, though more cultivated and spontaneous,

11lacked the sincere purpose and larger intent of 'Mark Twain's.'"
Then there were those who saw in Twain's broad burlesque what 

they thought was an even more insidious quality. When he resigned 
his position on the Galaxy staff someone wrote:

%he Nation, IX (September 2, 1869), 19S>«
•̂ Howells, p. 112.
1 "IReview of The Innocents Abroad, Overland Monthly, o. s. 17 

(January 1870), 100.
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"Mark Twain." bids farewell to the readers of the 

Galazy this month, and will be regretted by a good 
many of them ourselves we confess, among the number.
For while, like all other professional "American 
Humorists"— about as odd a profession, by the bye, 
as has ever been seen— he was sometimes rather vulgar 
and rather l o w , -*-2

This was indeed hitting rather low. But Howells came to the defense
again in his review of Roughing It by noting that good, clean humor
was the predominant tone: "Probably an encyclopaedia could not be
constructed from the book; the work of a human being,. it is not
uribrokenly nor infallibly funny; nor is it to be always praised, for
all the literary virtues; but it is singularly entertaining, and its

13humor is always amiable, manly, and generous," A yean later 
another favorable report appeared in the Atlantic Monthly:

We read Mr, Clemens solely for the humor of Mark 
Twain, He is present in all he writes,,,and this 
• perpetual companionship with his reader is charac
teristic of the pure humorist, as distinguished from 
the humorous dramatist or novelist.,,.It was a stroke 
of genius in Mr. Clemens to address his familiar
jocosities to the public as confidently as to his
nearest friend; this is his characteristic attitude, ' 
and that of the other Californians who are merely 
humorists,....̂

George T, Ferris in a rather important review in 18?L also classed 
Mark Twain as essentially a humorist:

Mark Twain depends chiefly on exaggeration as the 
effective element in his art. This has long been 
acknowledged the peculiar characteristic in our

12The Nation, XII (April 6, 1871), 2li3.
-̂ Howells, p. Ills.,
"̂ "Recent Literature," Atlantic Monthly, XXXII (December 1873)»

7I1O-I4I.
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humorous processes. The elean-cutj sinewy force, so 
common to foreign writers, and no less evident in such 
men as Holmes and Lowell, is wanting in our distinctive 
Americans of the guild of literature. Their strength, 
on the other hand, is large, loose-jointed, and clumsy, 
the vigofc of Mature and free exercise, not that of the 
gymnasium and fencing-school. It is humor which runs 
abroad with rambling, careless steps, not the humor 
which selects deliberately a fixed goal, and disembar
rasses itself of every superfluity before commencing 
the race, "What we. lose, however, in energy, point, 
momentum, we gain in freshness and spontaneity.

Even after the publication of the Adventures of Tom Sawyer 
in 1876, most critics could see Twain only as the "court jester,11 
In fact, the book received only the one critical notice in Atlantic 
Monthly, and that was by. his friend Howells, Then in a review of
The Prince and the Pauper, Twain was called a "...boisterous and 
rollicking humorist, whose chief function has been to diffuse hilarity 
throughout English-reading communities, and make himself synonymous 
with mirth in its most demonstrative f o r m s . Yet another comment on 
the same book brought out the buffoon type of commentary:

Some of the fun.,.grates on the ear. In speaking 
of the king’s "taster,11 whose duty it was.to make sure 
. that poison had not been put in the royal food, the 
author wonders "why they did not use a dog or plumber."
At this first royal meal, the Pauper drinks out of the 
finger-bowl. There is an air of antiquity about this 
bit of fun, but is it "early English"?17

And finally:
Artemus Ward and Mark Twain are without doubt the 

' two leading humorists of the present century. While

■̂ George T. Ferris, "Mark Twain," Appleton’s Journal, XIl 
(July 18710, 18. '

"̂ "Mark Twain’s Mew Departure, " Atlantic Monthly, XLVIII 
(December 1881), 81|1|.. - .

1?"Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper," Century, XXIII 
(March 1882), ?8U.



we have the Artemis that was, we possess the Mark that 
is. He leads the van of humorists who eke out an 
existence in the present. He is the prince of fuhiyr 
men. Long live the prince,

So the comments ran all during the decade with most of the 
critics obviously taking Twain with little seriousness, . It was after 
i860 that a new shade of criticism began to appear. This third 
category was, however, again a minority report. It concerned itself 
with the philosophical elements present in Twain. Howells, the 
exception to the criticism of the Genteel East, said in a review of 
A Tramp Abroad:

He laughs, certainly, at an abuse, at ill manners, 
at conceit, at cruelty, and you must laugh with himj 
,but, if you enter into the very spirit of his humor, 
you would be very little laughing. At the bottom of 
his heart he has often the grimness of a reformerj 
his wit is turned by preference not upon human nature, 
not upon droll situations and things abstractly ludi
crous, but upon matters that are out of joint, that 
are unfair or unnecessarily ignoble, and cry out to 
his love of justice for discipline,...There is ho danger 
that they will not laugh enough over It; that is an 
affair which will take care of itself; but there is a 
possibility that they may hot think enough over it.*̂

He continued in an article written for Century Magazine:
Elsewhere I have tried to persuade the reader that 

his humor is at its best the foamy break of the strong 
tide of earnestness in him. But it would be limiting 
him unjustly to describe him as a satirist; and it is 
hardly practicable to establish him in people’s minds. 
as a moralist; he has made them laugh too long; they 
will not believe him serious; they think some joke is 
always intended.».and I shall not insist here upon

^%ill M. Clemens, Famous Funny Fellows (New York: 
John V. Lovell Co., 1882), p. 23,

"̂ Howells, p. 129,
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Mark Twain as a moralist; though I warn the reader 
that if he leaves out of the account an indignant 
sense of right and wrong,, a scorn of all affectation 
and pretence, an ardent hate of meanness and injustice, 
he. will come indefinitely short of knowing Mark Twain. ®

In a review of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court, Howells
remarked:. "Here he is to the full the humorist, as we know him; hut
he is very much more, and his strong indignant, often infuriate hate
of injustice, and his love of equality, burn hot through the manifold

piadventures and experiences of the tale." And finally a last typical 
comment sums up the minority report on his powers as a philosopher:

His recent humorous writings abound in passages of 
great excellence as serious compositions, and his . 
serious nervous style is the natural expression of an 
acute mind, that in its most fanciful moods is seldom 
superficial in. its view. Indeed, it is because Mark 
Twain is a satirist, and in a measure a true philosopher, 
that his broadly humorous books and speeches have met 
with wide and permanent popular favor.22

Those who observed the philosophic trend in Twain were certainly in a
minority; nevertheless, it is apparent that at least a few critics
discerned a great deal more than the majority.

Scattered through the three major classifications of comments 
were a few desultory remarks as to the descriptive qualities and the 
power of characterization to be found in Twain. George T. Ferris in 
I87I4. said: "His sketches of life are arabesque in their strange 
combinations. Bits of bright, serious description, both landscape and

2°Ibid., pp. 139-lUu 
2̂ Ibid., p. 1U5.
22"Mark Twain's The Prince and the Pauper," Century, XXIII 

(March 1882), 78̂ .



society5 carry us along till suddenly we stumble on some master-stroke 
of grotesque and irresistible form® He understands the value of repose 
in art„"̂  The Atlantic Monthly too attested to his descriptive powers: 
"Rude3 sturdy, unflinching, and raw though the picture is, it is likely 
to stand a long while as a wonderful transcript from nature, and as a 
memorial of the phase of existence which it describes that will not 
easily be surpassed in the future®"^ ' .

As to his powers of characterization several critics came to 
Twain's assistance® Ferris in the same article of I87U said:

In using exaggeration as a force in art, Mark Twain 
exaggerates not characters but circumstances® As a 
consequence, he is never a caricaturist. We recognize, 
even in his most extraordinary statements and descrip
tions, therefore, a flavor of reality, which takes 
strong hold of the imagination. Many of the unique 

I* people, whom he delineates, indeed, in his Western 
scenes, seem to have stepped right out of life into 
the printed page, veritable photographs in large and 
showy setting ® 5

And Joel Chandler Harris had this to say: "(The book)...is life® Here
we behold human character stripped of all tiresome details; we see 
people growing and living; we laugh at their humor, share their griefs.”

Thus we see that even though Twain's early reputation rested in 
the main on the humorous aspect of the work, nevertheless, there was a

^Ferris, p. 17®
^"Mark Twain's Life on the Mississippi," Atlantic Monthly, LII 

(September I883), U06.
21Ferris, p. 18.
oKThe Critic, ¥11 (November 28, 1885), 253®
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growing appreciation for other qualities beginning to appear somewhat 
spasmodicallyo ■Causes for the lack of appreciation have been noted: 
his lecture and newspaper background; the inability to escape the 
"funny man" designation; and Genteel disapprobation of unrefined 
Western literature®



CHAPTER II

THE SHAPING OF JUDGMENTS; 1890=1910

It has been pointed out in the preceding section that Hark 
Twain * s early reception as an author was somewhat erratic,, Generally 5 
critical reviews were unfavorable; or critics plainly refused to 
acknowledge anything more in him than superficial humor; or they 
■ simply ignored him0 ' It has been seen that there were a few exceptions 
to this critical view, .with Howells and a few others giving him a seat 
as a moralist, philosopher, delineator of character, and a writer of 
description» "While the critics regarded him askance, the popularity 
of his works attested to the fact that there was a dichotomy between 
his critical reputation and his popular reputation*

There is nothing astonishing about this cleavage in the Mark 
Twain history when the age of which he was a product is considered*
He was not very many decades removed from the romantic idealism of the 
Emersonian school, and he was a part of the movement through the 
"gilded or genteel" period into the modern realistic attitude* The 
age comprising the last three decades of the nineteenth century was a 
complex one* .After the Civil War, America intellectually was in a 
state of turmoil. She was groping for a new outlook on life, a new 
impetus; some were finding it* In the intellectual field the conflicts

lit



were those resulting from the advent of the theory of evolution and the 
resultant uncertainty and wavering of faith in any religious' ortho doxy e 
The question of the moral idealism of Emerson versus the material or 
real was a challenging one. In the social, economic, and political 
fields, great changes were taking place* Political opportunism, 
exploitation of natural resources, industrialism and materialism, 
resulting from the "new evil" science, were causing the literary 
leaders to evaluate the relative positions of a romantic idealistic 
era with the new science and reality and empiricism. In addition, the 
frontier West was coming into its own. as a literary power of influence. 
This is not to say .‘that it was understood or accepted by the Brahmin 
world however. Nevertheless, local color.as represented by Bret Harte 
and Mark Twain wa.s producing a turn from the influence of nationalism, 
which had been vital in the literature and criticism of Longfellow and" 
other Romantics, to a type of sectionalism in which background material—  
hence realism—-was important® The influence of Taine became significant 
with its emphasis upon the moment, the race, and the milieu. In a word, 
it was a time when a reconciliation of Eastern and Western cultural 
values would need to take place before an understanding of and mingling 
of literary works could occur. In the novel, the psychological methods 
of Howells and James were needed to unite with the sociological ideas 
of Twain and the Western regionalists into a, product of the new realism.

The effect of this complex age upon the interpretation of Mark 
Twain can be seen by a further examination of the opinions of repre
sentative critics from 1890 to 1910.
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In 1891 Andrew Lang was saying? "If you praise him among the 

persons of Culture, they cannot believe that you are seriouse They 
call him a Barbarian, They won't hear of him, they hurry from the 
subject; they pass by on the other side of the way. low I do not mean 
to assert that Mark Twain is 1 an impeccable artist,1 but he is just as 
far from being a mere coarse buffoon."̂  Another critic of 189U 
continued?

The immediate and permanent popularity of Innocents Abroad 
is not wonderful; it is a book of even greater merit than the 
public gave it credit for possessing. It was read and 
enjoyed for its fun, and though nearly twenty-five years 
have passed, it is still a funny book, whether one reads 
it now for the first or the forty-first time. But underneath 
the fun was an earnest purpose that the great mass of readers 
failed to see at the time, and even yet imperfectly appreciate.̂

Howells was still extolling his friend in an article written in 1901?
If he had written the fictions alone, we,should have 

had to recognize a rare inventive talent, a great imag
ination and dramatic force; but I think it must be allowed 
that the personal books named (innocents. Roughing It,
Life on the Mississippi, Tramp Abroad, and Following the 
Equator)• overshadow the fictions. They have the qualities 
that give character to the fictions, and they have advantages 
that the fictions have not and that no fiction can have. •
In them, under cover of his pseudonym, we come directly 
into the presence of the author, which is what the reader 
is always longing and seeking to do; but unless the novelist 
is a conscienceless and tasteless recreant to the terms of 
his art, he cannot admit the reader to his intimacy. The 
personal books of Mark Twain have not ,only the charm of the

-̂Andrew Lang, "The Art of Mark Twain," Illustrated Mews of the 
World, XCYIII (February lU, 1891), 222.

%enry G. Tedder, "Mark Twain, " American Writers of To-day 
(Mew York? Silver, Burdett &• Co., 189U), p. 129.
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essay’s inconsequent and desultory method, in which 
invention, fact, reflection, and philosophy wander 
after one another in any following that happens, but 
they are of an immediate and most informal hospitality 
which admits you at once to the author’s confidence.».»
All that he requires is that you will have common sense, 
and be able to tell a joke when you see it.

And William Lyon Phelps was to say in 1907 s "Tom Sawyer and Huckle
berry Finn are prose epics of American life....It is a permanent 
picture of a. certain period of American history. Now these comments 
are all laudatory in tone, and the outstanding quality which they 
noted was not necessarily that of humor.

There were those who were still pointing out the qualities of 
humor, however, as the vital element in Twain’s works. A comment by 
Lang ran as follows: "But his art is not only that of a maker of the
scarce article— mirth. I have no hesitation in saying that Mark Twain 
is one among the greatest contemporary makers of fiction. For some 
reason, which may perhaps be guessed, he has only twice chosen to 
exercise this art seriously, in Tom Sawyer, and in Huckleberry Finn.
He then went on to say that we want an original picture of life in a 
novel, a character in adventurous, plausible action, and "If, moreover, 
there is an unstrained sense of humor in the narrator, we have a 
masterpiece, and Huckleberry Finn is nothing less."u This same critic, 
however, disapproved of the burlesque element in Twain, saying that 
even though the story ends in burlesque, it is, nevertheless, almost

%owells, p. 76=
"̂William Lyon Phelps, "Mark Twain," North American Review, CLXXX7 

(July 5, IPO?), ^ 6,
$Lqng, p. 222.
6Ibid.
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redeemed by the unconscious heroism of Tom,

Another important comment on the humorous element was made by 
Frank R, Stockton in 1893i

His funniest things are so funny because they are 
possible,.,0In his humorous creations'Mark Twain seldom 
• plays upon words3 he plays upon ideas5,..

Another characteristic of Mark Twain is his use of 
pure and unadulterated fun. In this regard he differs 
from the older humorists. A great many of the things 
they wrote about are not funny in themselves; they are 
made so by the wonderful manner in which their witty 
authors have handled them. Mark Twain offers us the 
crude ore of fun*?

Stockton also observed that there was a mixture of the tragic with the
comic in Twain; "The figure with the tragic mask stalks through much
of Mark Twain1 s work.«. .Long live that comic mask i. With such a forest
of points for it to catch upon, there will be no danger of its ever
being lost, and while Mark Twain lives he will not cease to be the man

0
of the double stroke— the Bismarck of humorists."®

There were even those who disapproved of Twain's humor as did
the genteel group always frown on things funny. An 1897 critic had

j  '

this to say;
Neither is Mark • Twain— bold as the assertion may seem 

a great humorist or a great wit. The soul of a jest is 
immortal....In other words, the special incongruities of 
circumstance change, and the jests change with them; only 
that humor lives which is expressed in perfect, limpid 
phrases that take no color from temporary things....

Mark Twain has shaken the sides of the round world 
with laughter; but after all, has he, in the mass of his 
writings, uttered any witticism which touches intimately,.

?Frank R. Stockton, "Mark Twain and His Recent Works," Forum, 
XV (August 1893)3 673-4o ”

8lbid., p. 679,
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much less radiantly expresseŝ  some eternal truth of 
life?...The answer...is plainly "No.

The type of humor was also duly noted:
Hark Twain’s humor is purely American.. It is not 

the humor of Washington Irving, which resembles that 
of Addison and Thaokery; it is not delicate and indirect.
It is genial, sometimes outrageous, mirth— laughter 
holding both his sides....Hark Twain’s humor is 
boisterous, uproarious, colossal, overwhelming. As 
has often been remarked, the Americans are not naturally 
a gay people, like the French; nor are we light-hearted 
and careless, like the Irish and the Negro. At heart, 
we are intensely serious, nervous, melancholy. For 
humor, therefore, we naturally turn to buffooneryaamd 
burlesque, as a reaction against the strain and tension 
of life....

The essence of Mark Twain’s humor is Incongruity.... 
Exaggeration— deliberate, enormous hyperbole— is another 
feature....

Irreverence is also a noteworthy quality.„».He is 
doubtless sometimes flat, sometimes coarse, as all 
humorists since Eabelais have been. The wonder is 
that his level has been so high.

Concerning the lack of recognition for humorists, Archibald Henderson
wrote in 1909:

...it is as a humorist and. as a humorist only that 
the world persists in regarding him....

In spite of these wholesome lessons learned through 
actual experience, Mark Twain has had to pay in full 
the penalty of comic greatness. The world is loath to 
accept a popular character at any rating other than its 
own. Whosoever sets to himself the task of amusing the 
world must realize the almost insuperable difficulty of 
inducing the world to regard him as a serious thinker... 
and the man in the street is'not easily persuaded that 
the basis of the comic is not uncommon nonsense, but 
glorified common sense....

If one would lay his finger upon the secret of Mark

Q̂Charles Miner Thompson, "Mark Twain as an Interpreter of 
American Character," Atlantic Monthly, LXUX (April 1897)? kb$-h£>'>

^Phelps, pp.
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Twain1 s world-wide popularity as a humorist, he must 
find that secret primarily in the universality and 
humanity of his humor 6

And finally, in 1910, Stuart P„ Sherman made a rather unflattering
remark about the humorous element in Twain?

Humor, it is agreed, consists of contrasts and 
incongruities, and the essence of Mark Twain's most 
characteristic humor consisbs in contrasting this 
typical, nimbused American compacted of golden 
mediocrities, against the world—-consists in show
ing the.incongruity of the rest of the world with 
this nimbus ed American, It necessarily follows that 
the heights and depths of humor are beyond the reaches 
of Mark Twain1s soul. It necessarily follows that 
his laughter is burly, not fine; broad, not profound; 
national, not universal,

In addition to the gentle barbs already cited in criticism of 
his particular brand of humor, there were also some "genteel" thrusts 
at his coarseness and lack of refinement. It will be recalled that 
upon the publication of Huckleberry Finn the Concord Library had ban
ned. it from their shelves because of its alleged vulgarity. In 1891 
Andrew Lang wrote:

Let it be admitted that Mark Twain often and often 
sins against good taste, that some of his waggeries are 
mechanical, that his books are full of passages which 
were only good enough for the corner of a newspaper,,,,
To "Homo Ridens11 Mark Twain is a benefactor beyond most 
modern writers, and the Cultured, who do not laugh, are 
merely to be pitied,„„,

There are defects of taste, or passages that to us 
seem deficient in taste, but the book remains a nearly 
flawless gem of romance and of humour. The world

■ Ârchibald Henderson, "Mark Twain," Harper's Monthly, CXVIII 
(May 1909), 950-52,

"̂ Stuart P, Sherman, "Mark Twain," Hation, SC (May 12, 1910),
it? 8*
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appreciates it, no doubt, but "cultered critics" are 
probably unaware of its singular value, -̂3

Lang was taking a thrust at those Apostles of Culture who were too 
"refined" to be able to appreciate the quality of Mark Twain, One 
of these "Cultured" writers was to says. "His bump of reverence must 
be'admitted to be practically nonexistent̂  and while his jests about 
the saints may make the unskilful laugh, the judicious grieve,,,,In 
truth, Mark Twain has been slow to learn that ' quips and cranks and 
wanton wiles' are not always in good taste. Throughout the book the 
author was just a little too hard-headed, too realistic, too unim
pressionable, too frankly Philistine for entire truthfulness and 
good taste,Howells, too, had a word to say on the subject of 
coarseness; "There are things in him that shock, and more things
that we think shocking, but this may not be so much because of their 
nature as because of our want of naturalness; they wound our conven
tions rather than our convictions,

On the subject of Twain's ability to portray character, there 
were some rather interesting things said between these two dates, 1890- 
1910, Lang put it in favorable terms;

The drawing of character seems to be admirable, 
unsurpassed in its kind,,. „

The casual characters met on the way are masterly; 
the woman who detects Huck in a girl's dress; the

■̂ Lang, p, 222,
3-Wedder, pp, 130-31,
^¥.D, Howells, "Mark Twain; An Inquiry, " North ■ American 

Review, CLXXII (February 1901), 3llf-o
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fighting families of Shepherdson and Grangerfordj the 
homicidal Colonel Sherburn, who cruelly shoots old 
Boggs, and superbly quells the mob of would-be lynchers3 
the various old aunts and uncles; the negro Jim; the 
two wandering- impostors; the hateful father of Buck 
himselfo16

Vedder was enthusiastiĉ  saying that Twain had explored all the depths 
and shallows of boy nature and that the reader would seek in vain for 
such another study of the American boy„ ' There were, however, those 
' who disagreed that his characters were true to life and well-drawn, 
Thompson was to say in 1897$ "Has he ever created any character 
bearing so plainly a'lasting relationship to human nature that it 
will live on to be hailed brother by future men?,. <,Probably not more 
than two characters will rise in the memory of anyone who may wish to 
answer it otherwise than also by a 'No.1 Even such a friendly . 
critic as Howells held mild reservations on his ability to draw charac
ter. Speaking of Joan of Arc,, he concluded?

... she is the author1s finest creation; and if he 
had succeeded in portraying no other woman-natur'e, he 
would have approved himself its fit interpreter in her.
I do not think he succeeds so often with that nature 
as with the boy-nature or the man-nature, apparently 
because it does not interest him so much. He will not 
trouble .himself to make women talk like women at all 
times.. .and Mark Twain does not always write men’s 
dialogue so well as he might. He is apt to burlesque 
the lighter colloquiality, and it is only in the more 
serious and most tragical junctures that his people n 
utter themselves with veracious simplicity and dignity.

^Lang, p. 222.

^Thompson, p. kh6°

1%. D. Howells, My Mark Twain, p. 190.
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But in 1907 William Lyon Phelps was a little more enthusiastic when he 
said: "He has done something .which many popular novelists have signal
ly failed to accomplish— he has created real characters*.».The creator 
of Huck showed the divine touch of imagination. Following this same 
trend was Henderson, who said, "He is a great story-teller; and he has 
enriched the literature of the world with a gallery of portraits so 
human in their veracious likeness as to rank them with the great figures 
of classic comedy. It can .he seen that on the whole throughout this 
period the remarks are positive in relation to Twain1 s ability to 
portray character. ■

There were positive as well as negative remarks made about Mark 
Twain* s style between 1890 and 1910. Of the positive type was Andrew 
Lang*s comment which compared Twain*s Huck Finn to Homer’s Odysseus. 
Frank R. Stockton also approved of Twain* s style: "It must be remem
bered, however, that Mark Twain does not depend entirely upon the 
humor of his situations and conditions to make his points. His faculty 
and range of expression are wonderful, and it is his courage which 
gives to his expressions, as well as his inventions, their force and 
unique effect. His glittering phrases are as daring as they are bright, 
and they sparkle through all his books like stars in the sky. "21 
Representative of the negative comments was the following:

■̂ Phelps, p. Ijlj5. 
^Henderson, p. 95>iu 
^Stockton, pp. 67l|--75>»



Unfortunatelŷ  there is nothing else in the boy1s 
early surroundings which could help him to become a 
literary artist, for the river, however it might 
dominate and uplift his imagination, could not teach 
him the most delicate and beautiful art of writing 
welloooone cannot wonder that he is so imperfectly 
an artist. He has a rude native gift for firm and 
vigorous narration,,,,But his style, which he has 
improved steadily, even when correct, is technically 
without distinction.

He fails no less in the handling of large masses 
of composition; he is singularly devoid of any 
aptitude for construction,,,,

Ho, he is not a great or a skillful writer,22
The negative was quickly overridden by the positive when Phelps
observed̂  "If there be- a living American writer touched with true.
genius, whose books glow with the divine fire, it is he. He has
always been a conscientious artist; but no amount of industry ever
produced a Huckleberry Finn,"23 And finally Henderson sums up the
feeling of the age with:

Mark Twain has a remarkable feeling for words and 
their uses; and the merit of his style is its admirable 
adaptation to the theme. And though Mr, Henry James 
may have said that one must be a very rudimentary person 
to enjoy Mark Twain, there is unimpeachable virtue in 
a rudimentary style in treatment of rudimentary— or, as 
I should prefer to phrase it, fundamental— things,
Mark Twain has always written with utter individuality, 
untrammelled by the limitations of any particular sect 
of an art. Style bears translations ill; in fact, 
translation is not infrequently impossible. But as 
Mr, Clemens once pointed out to me, humor has nothing 
to do with style, Mark Twain’s humor has international 
range, since, constructed out of a deep comphrehension 
of human nature and a profound sympathy for human

22fhompson, p. 
^Phelps, p, 5̂ 2,



relationships and human failings, it successfully 
surmounts the difficulties of translation into 
alien tongues*̂ 4

Concerning Twain’s powers of description and historical real
ism, the critics were mostly in agreement* His scenes showed the care 
of a microscopic mind, and the realism enhanced their worth as 
history* An early comment of Lang’s was:

As to the truth of the life described, the life 
in little innocent towns, the religion, the Southern 
lawlessness, the feuds, the lynchings, only persons • 
who have known this changed world can say if it be 
truly painted, but it looks like the very truth, like 
an historical document* Already Huckleberry Finn is ■ 
an historical novel, and more valuable, perhaps, to 
the historian than Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for it is written 
without partisanship, and without "a purpose.!l.. »

Ho novel has better touches of natural description: 
the starlit nights on the great river, the storms, the 
whole landscape, the sketches of little rotting towns, 
of the woods, of the eotton-fields, are simple, natural, 
and visible to the mind’s eye«̂

Vedder stressed the realism in Twain:
Except in the two books that may be called historic 

romances, Mark Twain has been a consistent realist.....
Roughing It is a wholesome book, and as accurate .in its 
details asv a photograph, but there is nothing romantic 
or thrilling about it*

It is in the Mississippi Valley, however, that our 
author finds himself most at home, not only because 
his knowledge of it is more comprehensive and minutely 
accurate, but because it is a more congenial field... 
he has given us a faithful picture, painfully realistic 
in details, of the ante bellum social condition of the 

' Mississippi Valley. This realism redeems the books 
from what, would otherwise seem worthlessness, and gives 
them a positive value.2°

^Henderson, p. 9!?2. 
2$Lang, p. 222=
26vedder, pp. 13k-35«



Thompson commented on the accuracy of his observation;
Under the humorist in Hark Twain lies the keen observer, 

the serious man, the ardent reformer, and he took note 
of all that was evil in the life he knew and proclaimed 
it indignantly to the world. His tenacious memory for 
detail, his microscopic imagination, and his real inter
est in the serious side.of life make his pictures of the 
crude society in which he was born both absolutely 
accurate and surprisingly comprehensive. His writing 
cannot be neglected by anyone who wishes to know that 
life.... '

And finally, Phelps connected his powers of description together with 
his uncanny choice of words; “Mark Twain1s extraordinary skill in 
descriptive passages shows, not merely keen observation, but the 
instinct for the specific word— the one word, that is always better 
than any of its synonyms, for it makes the picture real— it creates

ORthe illusion, which is the essence of all literary art." On the 
whole, then, one of the important features noted during this period 
of criticism was the profound power which Twain had for realism in 
his description.

Another important aspect of the criticism during this era 
was an increasing perception and appreciation of Twain’s power as a 
commentator on the philosophic problems of life coupled with elements 
of satire, Stockton wrote;

We who remember Hark Twain when his light first rose 
above the horizon cannot help thinking of him as a 
humorist above everything else, for it was as such he . 
rose, and as such his radiance increased. We soon came 
to know that he was also a philosopher and after a time 
that he was a story-teller, but for all that and despite 
our added knowledge of him, we still think first of his 
brightness, and often forget that his surface may be

27Thompson, p. Uli.8, 
28phelps, p. 5ii-6«
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inhabited or that he has an influence upon our tides.

His philosophy,of coursê  came in with his humor 
and although the fact was not always noticed, it often 
formed part of it. Later this philosophic spirit grew 
and strengthened until it was able to stand alone, and 
in some of his more recent writings it not only stands 
up very steadily but it does some bold fighting,̂ 9

Tedder was emphatic in his appreciation of the satiric qualities;-
The same earnestness of purpose underlies much else 

that Mark Twain has written especially The Prince and 
the Pauper, and A Yankee at King Arthur's Court, The 
careless reader no doubt sees nothing in the first of 
these books but a capital tale for boys. He cannot 
help seeing that,,,,In the latter book he will no doubt 
discover nothing more than rollicking humor and a 
.burlesque of Morte d1Arthur, This is to see only what 
lies on the surface of these volumes, without compre
hending their aim, or sympathizing with the spirit.
Hot the old prophet of Chelsea himself was a more
inveterate hater of sham and cant than Mark Twain,

Howells urged caution in the interpretation of the flgraver and 
weightier" matters in the writings, saying that "we of his older 
world only suffered it (the weightier aspects), and were of a high 
conceit with our liberality in allowing a humorist sometimes to be 
a philosopher," but that 11,,, it would be rather awful if the general 
recognition of his prophetic function should implicate the renunci
ation of the humor that has endeared him to mankind. It would be
well for his younger following to beware of reversing the error of
the elder, and taking everything in earnest, as these once took 
nothing in earnest from him,

29Stookton, p, 677«
30vedder, pp, 131-32, -
3lHowells, "Mark Twain; An Inquiry," pp. 320-21,



28
Finally, Henderson1s comments brought out the lasting quality 

of Twain as a sociologist:
It is impossible to think of him in his maturer 

development as other than a moralist.Mr. Clemens' 
first essay on a philosophical subject— doubting the 
existence of free will and declaring that every man 
was under the immitigable compulsion of his temperament̂  
his,training, and his environment— was too heretical 
for the Hartford Club of orthodox religionists to 
which he belonged; and so was never read. But in the 
last thirty years he has amplified his original concep
tion into a philosophical and ethical system; and to
day his injunction for right living is best concret
ized in these words-:' "Diligently train your ideals 
upward and still upward toward a summit where you will 
find your ehiefest pleasure in conduct which, while 
contenting you, will be sure to confer benefits upon 
your neighbors and the community,,.,"

But, after all, Mark Twain's suprernest title to 
distinction as a great writer inheres in his mastery 
in that highest sphere of thought, embracing religion, 
philosophy, morality, and even humor, which we call 
sociology. Mr. Bernard Shaw once remarked...that he 
thought of Mark Twain primarily, not as a humorist, but 
as sociologist....There is a "sort of contemporaneous 
posterity" which has registered its verdict that Mark 
Twain is the.world's greatest living humorist; but 
there is yet to come that greater posterity of the
future which will, I dare say, class Mark Twain as
America's greatest sociologist in letters....And it 
is inconceivable that any future investigator into the 
sociological phase of that civilization can fail to 
find priceless and unparalleled documents in the wild 
yet genial, rudimentary yet sane, boisterous yet • 
universally human writings of Mark T w a i n . 3 2

It is evident from the foregoing statements that in the period 
from I89O to 1910 Mark Twain was gaining in critical prestige. The
genteel advocates were still antagonistic; he was still, significantly,
regarded as a clever humorist and funny man. However, the comments

32nenderson, pp. 95>3-55*



29
were more favorable than they had been daring the early period since 
they now pointed out his advances in the powers of characterization 
and description) then too, it was conceded that he was capable of a 
certain amount of artistry of style and narrative structure; and 
finally it was allowed that he might be something of a philosopher 
and satiristo Indeed, an anonymous article in the Dial of 1910 
summarized the evolution of critical opinion this way:

The attitude of criticism toward Hark. Twain a.s a 
. writer has undergone a slow but complete change during 
the past thirty years. From being thought of simply 
as a "funny man" of the kin of Josh Billings and 
Artemus Ward, he has gradually come to be recognized as 
one of our foremost men of letters.»„.The recognition 
has been unduly delayed, partly because so much of his 
output has been utterly unworthy of his best self, and 
partly because his work in its totality is of so 
nondescript a character.̂

The critical field was ready to be further activated; it will remain
to be seen what the years following his death brought to the fluctuating
tableau of Mark Twain criticism.

33»Mark Twain," Dial, Hinil- (May 1, 1910), 306.



CHAPTER III

THE ACTIVATED SCENE; 1910-1920

It has been pointed out in the preceding chapter that by the 
time of Mark Twain’s death in 1910, his literary position as judged 
by the more discerning critics had ascended to a scale of some promi
nence <, . He was termed the "Lincoln of American Literature" by Howellss 
Mark Twain;, a Biography published in 1912 by Albert B„ Paine also 
tended to increase his fame, since it was highly laudatory, if oc
casionally somewhat inmacourate. Twain was becoming an idol of 
American literature = The Fin de Sjecle period, however, had not 
been an active critical period in American letters, Twain’s repu
tation still lay in the appreciation of his personality more than 
in his works. Actually American literature was not accorded a very 
high position, and indeed the study of American literature in the 
universities was not established. The tendency was rather to look 
toward Europe for approbation and leadership along literary lines.
Of leading American critics there was really only Howells of signifi
cance, and his estimate of Twain has already been noted. It should 
be observed that Twain had been either ignored or patronized by such 
"highbrow" critics as George E„ Woodberry and Barrett Wendell, Cairns, 
too, in his History of American Literature was reluctant to give

30
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Twain a high position;

It would be unduly rash to predict at this time the 
future place of Mark Twain in American literature* It 
already becomes evident that in his later years and 
since his death he has been overrated. Little of. his 
ambitiously serious work, appears to have the elements •

•of permanency5 and it is probable that with change of 
taste his purely funny writings will seem less and 
less interesting.!..

Howeverj he did concede'that;
He has left...a considerable amount of truly 

genuine work in which the humor is more than clever
ness and the seriousness is without affectation; and 
it will be strange if American readers willingly let 
this die.2

Trent and Erskine in Great American Writers were of the same opinion 
with;

The foreign opinion of American humor was correct 
when it was first formed seventy-five years ago; it was 
correct when Artemus Ward (Charles Farrar Browne) made 
London laugh, and it was correct when Mark Twain. began 
to delight his countrymen with the story of the Jumping 
Frog— the story which he recited to Bret Harte. But 
•of late decades it has been pathetically clear that 
Americans have developed past their taste for Mark 
Twain's type of fun-making, and if they have remained 
his ardent and grateful admirers. in spite of that 
change, the tribute has been rather his manly character 
than to his writing.̂

In 1913 the critical scene was to begin to be activated some
what by the appearance of John A. Macy's Spirit of American Literature.

Ŵilliam B. Cairns, A History of American Literature (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1912), pT*HF2.

2Ibid..
P. Trent and John Erskine, Great American Writers (New York: 

Henry Holt and Co., 1912), p. 2l|.$. "
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Macy set aside the old, established ideas concerning the classification 
of leading American authors as represented, by Lowell, Longfellow, and . 
1/vhittier, In their place he substituted Poe, Thoreau, "Whitman, and 
Twain, He asserted, that American literature was really not first class 
at all, and the field was immediately opened fer the battle of radical 
criticism which was to follow. Of Twain, Macy wrote:

To say in the face of that towering popularity that 
he is greater than his. reputation may seem praise 
beyond reason, and it may be presumptuous to suggest 
that the millions who admire him do not all know how 
great a man they admire or what in him is most admi
rable, nevertheless it is true that this incorrigible 
and prolific joker has kept the world chuckling so 
continuously that it has not sobered down to comprehend 
what a powerful, original thinker he isjb

And about Huckleberry Finn he had more commendation to add.:
• Those who are fond of classifying books may see in 
Huckleberry Finn a new specimen of the picaresque 
novel of adventure5 some classifiers,, going back 
further for analogies, have called it the "Odyssey of 
the Mississippi, 11 which is strikingly inept. It is a 
piece of modern realism, original, deep and broad, and 
it is in American literature deplorably solitary. It 
is one of the unaccountable triumphs of creative power 
that seem to happen now and again, as Robinson Crusoe 
happened, and the surrounding intellectual territory 
has not its comrade,5

Concerning the language elements in Twain, Macy wrote that Buck’s
dialect was a "marvel of artistry," He termed A. Connecticut Yankee
"a satire on society," but the society was present day rather than

bjohn A. Macy, "Mark Twain," The Spirit of American Literature 
(Garden City: Double day, Page.& Co,, 1913), p. 2li9, .

5lbid,, p p .  238-59.
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mythical England, Being aware of the conflict existing in Twain over 
the elements of romanticism versus realism̂  Macy went on: "Mot that
Mark Twain was a conscious critic of nineteenth-century imitation 
romance,̂ - but like all realists he was filled with the spirit of his 
time, and quite without intention of making romantic poets and other 
sentimentalists uncomfortable, he sends the world of terrific and 
really interesting facts crashing into the stage of false moonlight 
and tin armour,So while some writers were giving Twain a laudatory 
position, some were reserving the spot fob him only on the basis of 
his personal heroic figure; nevertheless, he had become an idol.

Then in 1913, Van %-ck Brooks, answering the void in American 
criticism, published his America* s Gomirtg-of-Age. Brooks had looked 
at the nineteenth century Age of Twain, and he had seen many evils—  
a deficiency in cultural vitality, in a word, crudeness; a society- 
dedicated to materialism and the worship of Mammon; in essence a 
.society whose development had been thwarted and was consequently . 
creatively frustrated.. He urged a search for the usable past and 
challenged for a new intellectual evaluation of life, moralistic and 
philosophic; but he was hesitant as to the values of the past as 
formulated by the Victorian or. "Puritan" and "Pioneer" society of

6S. B. Liljegren*s "The Revolt Against Romanticism in American 
Literature as Evidenced in the Works of S. $. Clemens" contends that 
Mark Twain played a substantial role in the fight against Romanticism. 
Studia Neophilologica, XVII ( l9 k $ )3 237-38.

%aoy, pp. .266-67.
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which Mark Twain was a product. He urged a repudiation of the vener
able literary gods of the American past therefore, but it was not un
til 1920 that he would set the Mark Twain world on fire with The 
Ordeal of Mark Twain, Before that could happen the idealism of the 
American spirit in its First World War situation had to be crushed 
under the disillusionment of the hopelessness of a perfect world, a 
world "made safe for democracy,"

Life had lost much of its meaning for this decade of the 20’s| 
for them there was no beauty— all was ugliness5 and especially was 
the pioneer element of American life utterly ugly and pointless. And 
yet, if there was a bitterness of disillusionment on one hand, on the 
other there was the knowledge that America had come of age; she was 
established as a new world power. If there was a questioning and up
setting of established beliefs and customs and a general need to 
"debunk" the heroes of the early era, still on the other hand there 
were the immense possibilities of a new science to give a sense of 
increasing power and responsibility. Obviously it was a difficult, 
even neurotic age; and to determine one's individual role in it was 
not easy. Out of this age came a number of schools of criticism, and 
it would be well to keep in mind that the criticism was a reflection 
of the society of which it was a product.

One thing was certain, however, and that was that the "debunk
ing" of Mark Twain was ready to take place. The publication of his 
more philosophic works. The Mysterious Stranger in 1916 and What is 
Man? in 1917, were added factors stimulating a reanalysis of Twain
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criticism* How were the iconoclastic critics to view this late 
publication of withheld items except as products of a genius frustrated 
by the decorum of a genteel age with all of the implications that the 
term held for them.

Stuart Sherman issued a warning in the Cambridge History of 
American Literature in 1917 not to take Twain too seriously. Said he:

Mark Twain* s fiction, a large and highly diversified 
section of his total output, should be regarded as, 
hardly less than the travel books, the work of a humorist 
whose most characteristic form was a medley on divers 
keys. His critical champions used to allege that 
recognition of his sterling literary talent was 
delayed by his reputation as a creator of laughter.
At the present time the danger is perhaps rather that 
some of his novels and tales will be unduly disparaged 
precisely because criticism has been persuaded to take 
them too seriously."

Then in 1919 Waldo Frank, a disciple of Brooks, had much to say 
concerning Mark Twain in his Our America, most of it negative. For 
instance:

Out of the bitter wreckage of his long life, one 
great work emerges by whose contrasting fire we can 
observe the darkness. This work is Huckleberry Finn.
It must go down in history, not as the expression of 
a rich national culture like the books of Chaucer,
Rabelais, Cervantes, but as the voice of American 
chaos, the voice of a precultural epoch..,.In it for 
once, the soul of Mark Twain burst its bonds of false 
instruction and false ideal, and found voice. Mark 
Twain lived twenty-six years longer. That voice never 
spoke again.
■ Huckleberry Finn is the American epic hero. Greece 

had Ulysses. America must be content with an illiterate

%tuart P. Sherman, "Mark Twain," Cambridge History of American 
Literature (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1933]> III, 13»



lad. He expresses the movement of the American soul 
through, all the sultry climaxes, of the Nineteenth 
Century,

The Mississippi mth its countless squalid towns 
and its palatial steamboats was a ferment of commingled 
and insoluble life. All the elements -of the American 
East and all the elements of Europe seethed here, in 
the hunt for wealth,,,,

Mark Twain was fifty when this work appeared. The 
balance of his literary life, before and after, went 
mostly to the wastage of half-baked, half-believed, 
half-clownish labor,,.,This great soul came to Mew 
York and felt ashamed before the little dancing-masters 
of the magazinesj felt humble before Richard Watson 
Gilder and William Dean Howells I Shared their 
copviction that he was only a crude, funny writer 
"from Missouri; changed the texts of his books to suit 
their fancy. Mark Twain did not believe in his soul, 
and his soul suffered.̂

Of What is Man? he said;
It is the confession of his despondency, and its 

elucidation. It is the profane utterance of a defeated 
soul bent upon degrading the world to the low level 
where it was forced to live, whence came its ruin....
But Mark Twain knew that this was not the sort of book 
that his American readers wanted. So out of deference 
to their taste, or lack of confidence in his own, he 
hid it among-his papers, where it was discovered at 
his death....

For this betrayal of his soul, his soul brought him 
bitterness, and the mass of his works are f a i l u r e s . ^

This, of course, represented Brooks’s theories of 1915 and 
was typical of his future ideas of 1920, concerning the American 
situation generally and Mark Twain specifically.

%aldo Frank, Our America (New York; Boni & Mveright, 1919) 
pp. 38-li.O.

^ Ibido, p. k3~hh° ■
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The year 1920 brought a climax to this important new era of • 

Mark Twain interpretation® Brander Matthews still staunchly upheld 
Twain as a literary figure of importance„ Concerning his power as a 
descriptive writer, Matthews was exuberant® Of his vision of the 
Jungfrau in A Tramp Abroad, Matthews wrote: "In the writings of how
many of the authors of the nineteenth century could the beauty and 
power of these passages be equaled?• Could they be surpassed in any 
of them?" Of his dexterous and accurate use of language he went 
on to say:

With his sensitiveness to the form and color of 
words, he was acutely conscious of the many differences 
between our habitual speech and that of our kin across 
the sea® ® ® ®

He imparted to the printed page the vivacity of the 
spoken word, its swiftness and its apparently unpre- . 
meditated ease. His sentences never seened labored, 
no matter how deeply they may have been meditated. In 
reading them they appear spontaneous j and, whatever the 
toil they may have cost him, they are not stained with 
the smoke of the casting or scratched with the mark of 
the file....He so mastered the secrets of our stubborn 
tongue that he was able to write it as he spoke it, with 
precise accuracy and yet with flowing f r e e d o m . -*-2

This was high praise indeed, and style was something the critics of 
Mark Twain had neglected. Also of significance in 1920 was an article 
written by Gamaliel Bradford for the Atlantic Monthly.. He was to find 
Twain "desolating,15 and his analysis of him was anything but compli
mentary. He felt that Twain1s comic spirit and his ranking with

■̂ "Brander Matthews, "Mark Twain and the Art of Writing," 
Harper1s Monthly, CXLI (October 1920), 636.

12Ibid.



Cervantes5 Sterne, and Shakespeare had been over-rated® He did not 
think very highly of Twain as a philosopher either:

But he let the great problems alone, did not analyze, 
did not philosophize,1 content to extract immense jovi
ality from the careless surface of life, and not to 
probe further,«, »But much of the jesting of Blank’s 
youthful days is so trivial that it distinctly implies 
the absence of steady thinking on any subject.

As to his theoretical conclusions, it may be said 
that they were in the main nihilistic,...If you listened 
to his own confessions, you would think him the greatest 
liar in existence, and conclude that his moral depravation 
was equaled only by his intellectual nullity,^

Of 'What is Man? and The Mysterious Stranger, Bradford also felt '
strongly: "They may be summed up as a soulless and blasting develop
ment of crude evolutionary materialism... .One is also impressed and
distressed by its (Mark's thinking) narrowness and dogmatism.It
was his final analysis, however, which was blunt and devastating:

It is on this lack of depth in thinking and feeling 
that I base my reluctance to class Mark with the 
greatest comic writers of the world. His thought was 
bitter because it was shallow; it did not strike deep - 
enough....

And if Mark made the world better, he also made it 
worse.,..

It took years to shake off the withering blight 
which Mark's satire cast for me over the whole art 
of Europe. For years he spoiled for me some of the 
greatest sources of relief and joy. How many never 
shake off that blight at allJ...Six months of Mark 
Twain made me worse. I even caught his haunting 
exaggeration of profanity. And I am fifty-six years 
old and not very susceptible to infection. What can 
he not do to boys and girls of sixteen?

...So my final, total impression of Mark is deso
lating. .. .Taken seriously, he is desolating. I can- 
■ not escape the image of a person groping in the dark.

•̂ Gamaliel Bradford, "Mark Twain," Atlantic Monthly, GJJSF 
(April 1920), U66-67.

^Ibid., p. 1*68.
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with his hands blindly stretched before him, ignorant 
of whence he comes and whither he goes, yet with it 
all suddenly bursting out Into peals of laughter, 
which in such a situation, have the oddest and most 
disconcerting effect.̂ -5

Even Bradford, however, could not complete the debunking of 
Mark Twain. It took Van %rck Brooks, intellectual leader of this 
decade, to finish the devastating workjj; a work which was to be a 
pivot of a raging battle of criticism for the following fifteen years 
and more| especially was it to be fodder for the pen of young, polemic 
Bernard DeVoto.

Brooks1s theory was two-fold in nature: one side of it
assumed a sociological form; namely, that Twain was a thwarted 
potential satirical genius, thwarted because of the barbarity of the 
frontier society now faced by a complex industrialized society; the 
second was psychological in form; namely, that the Twain personality 
was a frustrated one because certain oppressions in the nature of his 
mother, his wife, his conscience, his critics, and the false standards 
of a repressive gentility and prudishness of the Gilded Age were all 
crushing him. It was an interesting theory put forth in the best of 
psychoanalytic techniques. Every aspect of Twain's life was .scruti
nized with Freudian thoroughness. After all, Freudian investigation 
of the psyche was a popular pursuit of the Twenties.

Of Twain's pessimism and philosophy of life Brooks said that

-̂5Ibid. 5 pp. U69-73.



■ he could not accept the usual explanation of Twain's pessimism, 
especially that explanation of Paine who said that it was the result 
of recurring illnesses, debt, and death of his loved ones. Brooks 
insisted that it was some other malady which afflicted the soul of 
Mark Twain, that there was something "gravely amiss" in his inner 
soul, that the fear of solitude and feelings of sin were the "effect 
of a certain miscarriage in his creative life, a balked personality, 
an arrested development of which he was himself almost wholly unaware 
but which for him destroyed the meaning of life, He was in short::

A great genius,«.that has never attained the inner 
control which makes genius great, a mind that has not 
found itself, a mind that does not know itself, a spirit 
that cloaks to the end in the fantasy of its temporal 
power the tragic reality of its own essential miscarriage I

...From his philosophy alone, therefore, we can see 
that Mark Twain was a frustrated spirit, a victim of 
arrested development, and beyond this fact, as we know 
from innumerable instances the psychologists have 
placed before us, we need not look for an explanation 
of the chagrin of his old age. He had been balked, 
he had been divided, he had even been turned, as we 
shall see, against himselfj the poet, the artist in 
him, consequently, had withered into the cynic and the 
whole man had become a spiritual valetudinarian.-*-̂

Here we have the beginning of the shattering of the figure 
of a great man of letters, a figure which had been building in 
stature for the past three, decades. But there was more, to Brooks's 
remarksj consider his comments about the frontier society in Twain's 
background. It was a desolate picture indeed, hardly comparable to

"*Aran "%-ck Brooks, The Ordeal of Mark Twain (Hew York: E. P. 
Button and Go., 1920-rev. 1933)s P- 12.

^Ibid., pp. 23, 25.



that presented by DeVoto a decade or so later0 Said Brooks of the
frontiers "Hhat a setting it was, that little world, into which Mark
Twain was born.' It was drab, it was tragic...,A desert of human sandJ
— the barrensst spot in all Christiandom, surely, for the seed of
genius to fall i n . O f  the river background Brooks continued: “Yes,
it ought to serve him well, that experience, it ought to equip him
for a supreme interpretation of American life.. . .But will it? Only if

19the artist in him can overcome the pioneer." And of the general 
spirit and culture of the area he concluded: "Essentially, America
was not happy| it was a dark jumble of decayed faiths, of unconfessed 
class distinctions, of repressed desires, of inarticulate misery- 
read 'The Story of a Country Town' and 'A Son of the Middle Border' 
and 'Ethan Frome'j it was a nation like other nations, and one that 
had no folk-music, no folk-art, no folk-poetry, or next to none to 
express it, to console it; but to have said so would have been to 
'hurt business' Brooks's frontier was obviously not one which
would be conducive to the creation of a great author. It was 
debilitating rather than stimulating.

Concerning the dominance and suppression of his personality 
and creative genius by the women in his life, Brooks again had negative

l8Ibid,, pp. 29-30.
l Îbid., p. 51*.
20Ibid., p. ?1.
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statements, About the mother̂  all "We can say (is).. ..that Mark Twain
21was quite definitely in his mother's leading-strings." Of Olivia: 

"Only in the light of the general subjugation of Mark Twain1s character 
can we understand his literary subjugation. From the moment of his 
marriage his artistic integritŷ  already compromised, had, as a matter 
of fact, been irreparably destroyed,. "22 This criticism was leveled no 
doubt because of the influence Brooks thought she had upon Twain in 
the field of diction as well as because of her all around "Genteel" 
influence.

Brooks felt, too, that the Gilded Age was bad for Twain. He 
said that Twain had absorbed the whole point of view of the "American 
magnate," that he had no pride in his work, that his pride was in his 
fame and power. .

Thus it came to pass, in these middle years of his 
life, that while in the old world virtually every 
writer of eminence was inalterable set against the 
life-destroying tendencies of capitalistic industri- 
alism, Mark Twain found himself the spokesman of the 
Philistine majority, the headlong enthusiast for what 
he called "the plainest and sturdiest and infinitely 
greatest and worthiest of all the centuries the world 
has seen." The second half of "Life on the Mississippi" 
glows with complacent satisfaction over the march of 
what he was pleased to accept as progress, the purely 
quantitative progress of an expanding materialism, it 
bristles with statistics, it resembles, in fact, 
nothing so much as the annual commercial supplement 
of a Western newspaper. 23

21lbid.., p. 33.
22Ibid., p. 117. 
23Ibid., pp. 137-8.



2i3
Brooks insisted that Twain had absorbed all of the evils of what he 
called a 11 semi-rustic bourgeoisie" and had thereby lost his own 
individuality and ".,, the poet was submerged in the pioneer 2"5 ^  

hence, he was lost,
Brooks’s thesis also held that Twain was inherently endowed 

with the possibilities of becoming a great satirist, but it was 
because of all of the suppressions and bad influences in his life 
that he turned instead to an inferior production of western humor, 
"Obviously in Mark Twain, the making of the humorist was the undoing 
of the artist. It meant the suppression of his aesthetic desires, 
the degradation of everything upon which the creative instinct feeds,"25 
Mark Twain could not satirize his own age because he had become so. 
much a part of it that ”.»»he could not strike out in any direction 
without wounding his wife or friends, without contravening some 
loyalty that had become sacred to him, without destroying the very 
basis of his happiness,..instead of satirizing the spirit of his age, 
he outwardly acquiesced in it and even flattered it,"26 Consequently 
as "the victim of an arrested development, the victim of a social 
order which had given him no general sense of the facts of life and 
no sense whatever of its possibilities, he poured vitriol promiscuously

2̂ Ibid., p. II4.6.
25ibid., p. 218.
26Ibid., pp. .222-3,
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over„the whole human scene. But that is not satire: that is
pathology,Finally, “He was the supreme victim of an epoch in 
American history, an epoch that has closed, "28

That, in broad outline, was the complete Brooks thesis.
Here was the product of the decade of the Twenties, Brooks’s 
criticisms of Twain and his age were in effect a criticism of the 
American culture of the Post-War America as the new liberal critics 
envisioned it. Somehow the materialism of the present was equated 
with the Victorian past and likewise condemned. Everything which 
was a product of Puritanism was condemned also. Of course, the 
Ordeal of Mark Twain created nothing less than an upheaval in the 
critical world, where, as has already been stated, the critical1" 
tempo had speeded up from that of the turn of the century. The 
effect of this upheaval in Twain criticism will be seen by examining 
the-thinking of the pro-Brooks critics.

2?Ibid,, p, 2ljlio 
28Ibid,, p, 267,



CHAPTER 17

THE SLUMP; 1920-1935

The cynosure of criticism of the decade following Mark Twain1 
death had numerous devoted followers 3 differing slightly in emphasis 
perhaps, but basically holding to his theories of a decadent society 
thwarting a. psychotically disturbed genius» First of the pro-Brooks 
men was such an important figure as Carl Van Loren3 who in 1923 in 
The Roving Critic, giving only mild approval and holding some reser
vations said;

That it is an arraignment.»,and exhibits instances 
of special pleading and definite animus must be 
admitted even by those who, like myself, agree that 
the picture here drawn of our great humorist is 
substantially accurate as well as brilliant.
■ One thing that makes me suspect at times the 

general drift of Mr. Brooks's argument is that a 
good many of the details of his psychoanalyzing 
look suspicious,...! still think he has reduced 
Mark Twain too neatly to the dualistic formula.-L

Van Doren disagreed somewhat with Brooks1s view of satire and humor;
still he was substantially a Brooks man. In an article comparing
Bernard Shaw and Mark Twain, he pinpointed the essential quality of
their satire by saying that it was not just austere and acrid but
that it was "rich with good humor.” They had the gift of shifting

■kjarl Van Doren, The Roving Critic (Hew York: Alfred A. Knopf 
1923), pp. 149-50.



from the merely sardonic to a moving eloquence,, "Springs of poetry 
come up in them, and surprise. Tenderness shows itself.Van Doren 
was also very eloquent in his praise of Twain* s talent when he s@g.d 
further:

Mark Twain had, daring most of his life, almost no 
aim except that of giving pleasure, and yet threw off 
hundreds of comments that bite and sting. Again and 
again, the two (Shaw and Twain) overlap, for they are 
more than rival practitioners in the art of comedy, 
one confining himself to one branch of it and one to 
the other. They are men of genius, persons so spacious 
in apprehension and so wide in curiosity that there 
was not enough room in their time for them both to live 
in it and not now and then enter the same fields.̂

Van Boren, then, even while agreeing with Brooks and mildly censuring
Twain could nevertheless see his potential worth. All Brooks1 s followers
were not necessarily imbued with his caustic attitude.

Supporting Brooks in the general trend of the argument of the 
suppressed Puritan somewhat more affirmatively were 01Higgins and Reed 
in The American Mind in Action. They held that "Outside of his art, 
he was as profound a biological failure as America, has produced, "k 
They made Mark Twain* s humor the outlet of disguised emotions, meaning, 
of course, that the Puritan society had suppressed all normal functional 
instincts and.substituted in its place a disturbed, distorted, and 
peculiar brand of humor.

2Carl Van Boren, "Mark Twain and Bernard Shaw," Century Magazine, 
LIXXVII, n, s. (March 1925), 710.

3Ibid.
Ĥarvey 0'Higgins and Edward H. Reed, The American Mind in Action 

(lew York: Harper & Brothers, 1925), p. 57.
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Lewis Mumiordj another sociological critic of the frontier and 

hater of the machine age, was anything but complimentary in his - remarks 
concerning Twain, He wrote:

e, ,Mark Twain was caught as deeply in the net of 
the industrialist and the pioneer as any of his 
contemporaries; and if he gloried in being captured, 
he suffered, too, from its consequences,,..

He did not see that...for every folly or vice or 
imbecility that may have existed in Europe, a hundred 
others were springing up in post-bellum America.^

Mumford also said rather succinctly that Twain refused to use imagi
nation in his works, that this was, of course, a result of his socio
logical background:

The futility of a society that denied, starved, 
frustrated its imaginative life, and had sacrificed 
every legitimate human desire for the spread of 
mechanical contrivances and the successes of finance,.. 
this futility translated itself in Mark Twain’s mind 
into the futility of mankind itself....Pioneer society, 
having-no past, and no continuity, could have no 
future, either.

Like all his generation, Mark Twain was incapable 
of active choice. He accepted the values that 
surrounded him, and since, they were hot central human 
values— and he was too honest not to realize this— he 
stored up, secretly, the bile of despair.&

Vernon Lewis Harrington was another interpreter of Twain from 
a socio-economic viewpoint. He was concerned with the stultifying 
influence of Hew England Puritanism. In Mark Twain's background he 
could see the West, but like Brooks, he still saw Twain as a victim

-’Lewis Mumford, "The Pragmatic Acquiescence," The Golden Day 
(New York: Boni & Liveright, 1926), p. 170.

6Ibid., pp. 177-78.
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of the Gilded Age* He felt that Twain had not synthesized himself with
his age; consequently, he was crude in the ways of a perfect socialistic
world as Harrington saw it. Specifically, he said:

Mark Twain was the child of a frontier past— as 
Lincoln was, as the Gilded Age was— and the America . 
of today could no more breed him than it could breed 
Lincoln, or Greeley, or Tliitmarq his Americanism was 
the reflection of an environment that is no longer 
ours, in the slack folk-ways of the frontier that we 
have outgrown. Child of the Southwest in its early 
days, he was cradled in profitless schemes and n 
nourished on dreams of vast potential wealth. The 
frontier spirit was an effervescence in his blood 
and golden expectations flung their mirage over the 
drab reality.,...-

So with all his heritage of generations of frontier 
individualism he never achieved an intellectual or 
spiritual unity, an untroubled conscious integrity, as 
Emerson did and Mhitman did... .He could not throw off 
the frontier— its psychology and its morality were 
too deeply intertwined with his primitive selfj and 
the result was a harassing inner conflict that left 
him maimed. '

...To know Mark Twain is to know the strange and 
puzzling contradictions of the Gilded Age. With 
unconscious fidelity he reveals its crudity, its want 
of knowledge, discipline, historical perspective; 
its intellectual incapacity to deal with the 
complexities of a world passing through the twin 
revolutions of industrialism and science.

Harrington categorized Huckleberry Finn, saying that it is the frontier1s 
"one great picaresque tale,11 that it represents Mark Twain1 s interpre
tation of the naturistic philosophy school, that it provides in dramatic 
form the conflict between the individual and the village mores. He

?V. L. Harrington, "The Backwash of the Frontier— Mark ,
Twain," The Beginnings of Critical Realism in America (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace & Co., 1930)',""pp.~B7-8'K ~
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made it clear that at least the book fit into his belief in the sacred- 
ness of the individual will. Precisely he stated that: "It (Huckle
berry Finn) was a1 triumph over the sacred tribal law of conformity—
the assertion of the individual will in opposition to society— and it .

8reveals the heart of Mark Twain1s philosophyo"
Farrington said further that Mark Twain was drifting steadily 

towards the left, all of which is an interesting reflection of his own 
ideology; and finally he summed up:

"What an ending for a child of the Gilded- Age J'
In his youth a complete frontiersman̂  with vast 
potential wealth within him, he hewed and hacked 
at his genius, working the easiest veins, exploiting 
the most accessible resources, wasting much to cash 
in on a little. And when in the end the fool’s gold
turned to ashes in his mouth, as a frontiersman
still he pursued his way alone, a solitary pioneer 
exploring the universe; seeking a homestead in an 
ironical cosmos, until overwhelmed by the intolerable 
solitude he made mock at all the gods, Dhat a 
commentary on the Gilded Age y

If Mark Twain’s capital had capitulated before the onslaught of 
the Freudian critics and had been torn apart as representative of all
the evils which they thought they saw in the Puritan past, so did he
fall before the pens of the Marxists and others of parallel thinking 
who were flourishing so prolifically during the 1930’s. These critics 
set up a series of initial premises; looking at present-day America and 
trying to understand its past, they established their a priori 
assumptions as to what a culture should be if it wereideal. Then 
seeing that America fell short of the ideal, they projected their

8Ibid„ p. 95 - 
Îbid,, pp, 100-101.
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own system into a criticism of the past.

Representative of the Marxist theory in relation to Mark Twain1s
"failure" was V, F, Galverton, His ideology was "the frontier with its

10petty bourgeois psychology,11 believing in itself and its own
individuality only, not. Europe, hot the East, "Innocents Abroad, then,

. • "■ 1 ....was an individual outgrowth of a whole social philosophy.V,'The Gilded
Age was one of the earliest and best embodiments of the petty bourgeois
philosophy of the frontiersman, in his struggle against the corrupting
influence of the class in power,.The situation which Twain attacked
in that book, however, was soon to become hopeless of cure, for within
little more than a decade the West was.to be controlled by the railroads
and enslaved by the financial forces of the East."̂ - Galverton stated
in addition that Twain did not sell out his petty bourgeois to the upper
bourgeoisie of the East; indeed, had he lived later in the twentieth
century perhaps he would have joined Dreiser and become communistic.
"But living when he did, when all of America, even its labor movement,
'was dominated by a petty bourgeois position instead of a proletarian
psychology, the petty bourgeois position.was the most advanced one of
his type could take,"**'̂

Here then was a critic who considered Twain to be "the first

F. Galverton, "The Frontier Force," The Liberation of 
American Literature (Hew York: Charles Scribner1s Sons, 1932),P» 325.

' Ibid., pp. 326-27.
12Ibid., p. 327.
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American prose writer of airy importance" and one whose "Huckleberry
Finn stands out,,. as one of the few American classics, "-*-3 a critic
who praised him on the one hand for his role in the cause of liberalism,
but who condemned.him on the other hand because of his role as a
"petty bourgeois," - .

Granville Hicks continued the Marxist tradition in 1933, His
arguments were similar to Calverton’s® The frontier was provincial
and so was Innocents Abroad, He censured Mark's affiliation with
eastern gentility and capitalism, saying ",,,he had delivered himself
into the hands of the genteel tradition. It could not suppress his
inborn genius, but neither could it develop that genius, shape it,
summon forth all its potentialities, conduct it to a level on which
it could richly function, He referred to "tawdry melodrama" and
"painfulness" of last chapters,' "In book after book, after the most
brilliant kind of beginning, Mark Twain crawls with undisguised ■

l5weariness of soul to the- closing page," Further, he accused Mark -
Twain of living in the past and of failing to cultivate and propagate
the realistic elements of his tradition and age,, and of his society.
As Hicks put it:

Except The Gilded Age... no t one of his major fictions 
concerns itself with the movements and events of American 
life in the latter half of the nineteenth century. For

-L̂Ibid., p. 322,
"̂ Granville Hicks, "A Banjo on My Knee," The Great Tradition 

(Hew York; The Macmillan Co., 1933)$ p. Ii2.
l̂ Ibid., p.
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four of his books he made use„«»of materials that 
belonged to his frontier ehildhood<, In his principal 
satire he struck out against the evils. of feudalism,, 
evils that either had disappeared or. were far less 

' important than the sins of American industrialism,-̂
If only Twain had been able to understand and translate the society
in which he lived and the age of which he was a part, then, said
Hicks, the frontier humorist and realist could be labeled a great
social novelist. This had not happened.

Also representing the Marxist point of view was Newton Arvin,
writing during the centenary year of Mark Twain, From his socialistic
point of view, he felt that if only Twain could have adopted the
position of the proletariat then he could have been a great satirist.
Also he needed to adopt the "revolutionary philosophy of comradeship,"
This he had not done. Indeed;

As American culture deteriorated with the shift of 
social power from the farmer and the merchant to the 
industrial capitalist, Mark Twain* s problem both as man 
and as artist was either to cling.to and enrich the 
individualism he inherited from the. Lamp tons and the 
Clemenses, or to think his way ahead as his friend 
Howells did, to a broader philosophy. He. should have 
remained true to the best traditions of his family 
and his class, or have gone beyond them. He did neither.

Arvin felt also that although Twain had certainly wasted his talents
and his career that, nevertheless, he might survive, "...but surely
far less as a writer, at the best, than as a figure, a folk hero, a

l6Ibid.:, p.
"̂ Newton Arvin, "Mark Twain; 1835-1935," New Republic, HXXXIII 

.(June 12, 1935), 126.
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18grand half-legendary personality,11

Finally in 1935 Fred Lewis Pattee came out with what he 
considered the final word on Mark Twain, While disagreeing with 
Brooks on at least two counts, he was still a member of that school 
of critics which was muckraking all that seemingly belonged to the 
genteel age. In the first place, Pattee held that Twain was not a 
suppressed genius from the West who had' been capitulated by listening 
to the 11 siren voices" of the Bast. He said: "Nonsense J Twaddle 1
It was the East that made Mark Twain possible. What would he have 
written had he remained in San Francisco? jje continued with the 
statement that it was the New Englanders who recognized Twain1 s 
powers of realism and encouraged him to turn from the field of 
ephemeral journalism and to become something more. Second, Pattee 
insisted that the influence of Olivia Twain on her husband was just 
what he needed. Indeed, "No writer ever more needed suggestions, \ 
supervision, restraint, encouragement for sustained effort."̂ 0

In part of his debunking Pattee was somewhat inconsistent.
On the one hand he insisted that Mark Twain would not last as a 
humorist, that he could not be rated "...among our few great American 
literary masters, a writer to stand alongside Ralph Waldo. Emerson, or

l8Ibid.
19 •Fred Lewis Pattee, Mark Twain, Representative Selections 

(New York: American Book Go,, 1935], p. xxvii.
20Ibid.



as R@.seoe has classified him, as a titan, one of the only three 
produced by America, the other two being Poe and ilhitman,.. .He had 
no uniformity of product, he had no truth to present— only exagger
ation, he had no vision. All of the great masters have been men
with a message— Mark Twain taught us nothing; he entertained us, he

21told romantic stories, he made us laugh." Then Pattee reversed
his position and concluded (and it seems that his schism is a fitting
one in the dichotomy of Mark Twain criticism): "He will live.
Already has he become an American myth, already is he one of the
most compelling of. all our American characters, a man to class, so
far as popular judgment is concerned, with Washington and Lincoln.
He made the common people laugh, iftio in all the history of liter-

22ature has done more?" " Thus criticism.was right back to the 
reaction of the nineteenth century: Twain was a great personality,
but he was not to be considered a great author.

It had become increasingly evident that for the two decades 
and more following his death Mark Twain criticism had run the gamut 
of current ideologies and psychoanalysis. He was a thoroughly debunked 
figure. A rnevaluation seemed necessary to salvage the wreckage of 
this "suppressed.genius" and to set critical thinking off into a new 
channel. In answer to the call, Bernard LeVoto appeared upon the scene

23-Ibid., p. li-lii, 
^Ibid., p. lii.
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to do battle in the field of Hark Twain interpretation® His. was to 
be a new voice crying in the wilderness®



CHAPTER V

DEVOTO’S METHODOLOGY

It has been seen that Post-War America was an era of negation. 
The Brooks school of criticism, as it searched for the usable past, 
had in effect estranged itself and was producing not a criticism of 
literature but a criticism of culture, Marxism had by sublimation 
been able to assimilate and absorb the rebelliousness of the liberal 
critics. The essence of Freudianism had been exploited. But 
obviously the subjectivity and the resulting bitter skepticism as 
to the value of the past in American society created something of 
a barrier when it came to evaluating literature. America was ready 
for a new period of affirmation. Bernard DeVoto was ready and 
willing to assume command of the spearhead of the new drive. He 
began with a crucial denunciation of not only Brooks1s theories of 
the function of literary criticism as a measure of culture but also 
of his interpretation of Mark Twain.

DeVoto asserted that the literary fallacy ''....is, essentially,
1the belief that literature is the measure of culture," and this, 

according to DeVoto was the practice in which the major writers of

^Bernard DeVoto, The Literary Fallacy (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company, 19WJ, p. &8.



the Twenties, with Brooks as their leader, had engaged. They had 
presumed to interpret American culture through literature objectively, 
but said DeVoto, their efforts had resulted in a distorted, colored, 
and highly subjective product, ending ultimately in a rejection of 
American society and the Democratic way of life as well as a lack of 
the belief in the dignity of man; love had become only a vulgar 
ritual; life was a cheap inanity. Their works had in effect resulted 
in "...a complex organization of prepossessions, assumptions, arguments, 
errors, and emotions— a dynamism which I (DeVoto) have chosen to call 
the literary fallacy.11 ̂

DeVoto would have instead a literature which comprehended ■ 
America from a social viewpoint in terms of its vigor and energy, 
especially as it pertained to the growth of the West. The literature 
must be a fundamental expression of the individual human endeavor and 
spirit; it mast be carefully studied and evaluated with regard to the 
facts of its historical and social background. It must, as DeVoto had 
interpreted Pareto * s teachings, be looked at with an understanding of 
the importance of sentiments and emotions, but these must be ■ carefully 
scrutinized for all variables; the conclusions must be obj ective with 
a separation of the illusions from the realities. This would result 
then in a true evaluation of the sociological interrelationship between 
literature and life.

Îbid., p. 1|.3 =



If DeVoto was somewhat polemic and outspoken* ill-tempered 
and even wrong in many instances in his arguments* and even if he 
later somewhat modified his thinking concerning Brooks* still his 
philosophy of the function of literature and criticism, despite its 
eclecticism* contained. a pertinent comment on the fad of the Lost 
Generation of writersj it contained an excellent discussion of the 
work of Van Tayck Brooks; and finally, it illustrated the importance 
of using caution in relating literature to life and in assuming that 
the writer or critic can maintain the supreme position in the culture 
of the country

Before getting to specifics in regard to DeVoto*s fight with 
Brooks over Twain* a further evaluation of DeVoto * s total concept of 
literature*' criticism, and. the function of social history as it 
pertains to'criticism is necessary in order that his total productive
ness in the field of Twain literature can be evaluated with clarity. 
DeVoto*s credo on accepting the editorship of Saturday Review of 
Literature was;

I believe that clear thinking is one of the most 
difficult and most desirable of things in the world 
and that all absolutes are dangerous. I believe that 
the free meeting of diverse intelligences is as necessary 
to literature as to society itself. I believe that 
literature is so interstitial with the life of its times 
that all attempts to separate them are folly. Beyond 
that, I also believe that the present age in American 
literature is the richest we have ever had, and that 
Americanis a nation sufficiently great to abide all the 
confusion* folly* and despair of these times* and to 
triumph over them in its own terms and in harmony with 
its own traditions and institutions.

B̂ernard DeVoto* "The Editor Elect*» SRL* XIV (May 30* 1936) * 8.



Concerning his own position as a man of letters, he had this to say 
in 1916'

%r own career in letters has been in absolute opposition 
to the main literary current of my time* From my second
novel on to The Tear of Decision and. The literary Fallacy,
I have set myself to oppose the ideas, concepts, theories, ' 
sentiments, and the superstitions of the official literature 

• of the United States between the two wars. If I have any 
significance as a writer, it derives entirely from that fact.̂

In 1937, critic Edmund Wilson challenged DeVoto to state his 
critical doctrines and principles explicitly, since he seemed unable
to discern what DeVoto1s standards and philosophies of judgment were
In answer DeVoto said he had nonet

I have no such system and I profoundly disbelieve in 
such systems....I distrust absolutes. Rather, I long 
ago passed from distrust of them to opposition. And 
with them let me include prophecy, simplification, 
generalization, abstract logic, and especially the habit 
of mind which consults theory first and experience only 
afterward.... I am, if you must have words a pluralist, a 
relativist, an empiricist. I am at home with the concrete 
inquiries of historians and scientists, and uneasy among 
the abstractions of critics and metaphysicians...=1 rest 
ultimately on experience and, where that fails, on 

' common sense.., .My absorption is men and women in 
relationships which are immediately human but are 
economic only at many, removes or at infinity. The 
grief of human life, youth and age, love and marriage 
and. the talk of friends, how men conduct themselves 
under sentence of defeat— these immediately, of them
selves, not as economic phenomena, are the values I 
consult. The literature that most interests me is the 
literature of man's loneliness and hope, his entanglement 
with his world, his words and consolations, his dismay 
under the night sky. Here also I avoid absolutes: there
are other literatures, and you may have them, but permit 
me to follow after the kind I prefer.

As for America, let us go. slowly. Many men are

Bernard. DeVoto, "A Revaluation,11 Rocky Mountain Review, S 
(Autumn 19U5>), 9.
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confident that they can sum up a nation and a people 
in one manuscript page, but I must refuse to try, I 
have no logically articulated system of conceptions 
that will make all clear. The fault I find with the 
literary is precisely that they have such formulas 
and systems, and there is no difficulty in showing 
that they are grotesquely false,., ,We must go tenta
tively, which is what literary systems do not do.
We must be accurate, as they are not; we must make 
our descriptions exact, verify our conclusions, keep 
our ideas in continuous touch with experience and 
under the control of demonstrable fact.̂

He again stated his critical position in 1936: “I believe
that criticism is necessarily an imprecise method of ■ studying/ ' ■
literature,.,.It must never ignore two of the conditions under which 
it operates, that it cannot phrase its aims unequivocally, and cannot 
apply its methods objectively.It becomes plain that, while he 
claimed to have no organized system of criticism, he nevertheless 
insisted upon accuracy of observation of the social mileau.

Of particular interest in the present study of Mark Twain 
criticism was DeVoto’s concern with Freudianism in the field of 
fiction. He had observed it in connection with Brooks1s Ordeal of 
Mark Twain as well as in the works of other authors of the 19201s; 
he had observed and had concluded that as used it was fallacious.
He had seen it misused as the literary fad of the Twenties, rising, 
according to Frederick J. Hoffman's Freudianism and the literary Mind, 
teoaapeak by 1915$ and he had dubiously commented:

^Bernard DeVoto, "My Dear Edmund Wilson:," SBL, XV (February 13, 
1937), 8, 20.

F̂red B. Millett, Contemporary.American Authors (Mew York: 
Hareourt, Brace and Co., 19)4.0), p. 317.
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Popular Freudianismj in fact, was another search 

for certainty, which ended, like most of its American 
analogues,, in the infinitely unconditioned domain of 
symbolism.„.,Psychology was not a descriptions it was 
an explanation, an interpretation. It armed the well- 
informed against doubt. It explained the world. It 
identified itself with metaphysics, telling the folk 
what was real.'

Following this somewhat hesitant judgment he, "as editor of The
Saturday Review of Literature from 1936 to 1938, spiritedly com-

8batted the excesses of both Freudian and Marxist critics." He
also "ridiculed the excesses of psychoanalytic criticism in Forays.
and Rebuttals. In Minority Report he punctured its blown-up
pretensions with the needle of:common sense; !There is an
irreducible minimum of speculation in anything that psychoanalysis
can say about literature, so long as it cannot study literature in

9the clinic1s dynamic relationship with authors.1"
As he did in all fields where the necessity of drawing 

conclusions was imperative, so here also LeYoto urged caution in 
the use of psychoanalytic procedures. This is not to suggest that 
he excluded all possibility of the use of the unconscious forces as 
motivating factors in both the writer and the reader. Indeed he 
recognized that unconscious forces have a somewhat determining 
effect upon human behavior. He insisted that novels are essentially

B̂ernard DeYoto, "We Brighter People," Harvard Graduate1s 
Magazine, XXXIX (March 1931), 332. '

Ĉharles I. Glicksberg, American Literary Criticism, 1900- 
1930 (Hew York; Hendricks House, 1952), pT" 3l.

9
Ibid., p. 3 k »
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autobiographies, and that authors are good if they are able to trans
late their childhood experiences in the realm of imagination into an
artistic reality. Said he:

But the common essential is this: that he (the 
novelist) must so far transcend his childhood as to 
impart to the phantasies from which his books are made 
the, emotions proper to adults. There is no such thing 
as a complete delivery from childhood, and it is true 
of all arts that the generative force of the artist's
phantasy derives from the years in which there is
little distinction between the world of experience and 
that of the imagination. So that, though a mature 
■novelistfeS personal history cannot be recovered from 
his books, as we have•just said, their pattern 
nevertheless expresses a pattern that was fixed during 
his childhood. Ho novelist ever has more than one 
story... .Look at the collected works and you will find 
in all of them the assertion of some magnificent 
simplicity: doom precipitated or doom averted, desire
fulfilled or unfulfilled, cruelty or tenderness
triumphant, the world conquering or the world conquered, 
life stable or life glowing away....But the mature 
artist" is one who can modify the dream— who can turn 
it into reality....An inferior novelist writes fables 
in compliance with a child's urges: a mature novelist
has made those urges obey the teaching of experience....
A fine novel is a victory for the reality-principle, 
for the faculty of control, for the human will. ^

The problem of the critic or interpreter of the work was that 
of understanding what experiences went into the novelist to produce a
work of fiction. BeVoto insisted that the technique of psychoanalysis
is a dynamic method but that it is invalid because it is uncontrolled. 
"You cannot psychoanalyse a book; the novelist is not present and the 
book makes no answering response.The work lacks validity especially

"̂ Bernard BeVoto, The World of Fiction (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Go., 1950), pp. U3-LL. '

^ "Ibid., p. 100.
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if the analyst pursues his work through unsupported facts and lies.
However, there is an answer even if the conclusion is unverifiable.
Said DeVoto: "...when proper instruments are lacking, we must use
such others as may be at hand. I see no way out except to make a

12speculative and uncontrolled inquiry." The stipulation that DeVoto 
made upon such a method was that the speculation be supported by as 
full a documentation as it was possible to attain. This is what the 
Freudian critics did not do. Thus, he found what Freud meant to him 
and determined how he would use this method as a means of interpretation.

In his preface to The World of Fiction, DeVoto stated:
This book has a single, deliberately limited, and 

clearly defined purpose. It is not a treatise on the 
psychology of fiction nor a handbook on the writing 
of fiction,: though it involves both psychology and 
technique. I do not understand it as belonging to 
esthetics or literary criticism, and I ask the reader 
not to label it with those names but to regard it 
solely as an analysis of the relationship between the 
person who writes a novel and the person who reads it. 3

In this book DeVoto elucidated his understanding of the role of 
psychology in the world of literature. He claimed that readerŝ  as 
well as writers are led. to produce and read as a result of a response 
to an unconscious motivation. Fiction tends to identify the emotion 
and can produce or turn it into a symbol in the person’s life. This 
explains his stand on Twain in his "Symbols of Despair," which is 
seemingly a reversal of DeVoto!s earlier stand on the Brooks inter
pretation, but which when understood inrr.elation to DeVoto*s use of

12Ibid.
"̂ Ibid., p. xi.



Freudian!sra is not a reversal but a clinical usage. This will be seen 
more clearly in Chapter VIII in the discussion of Mark. Twain at Work, 
Further, he felt that as the reader reads he allows himself to-be 
identified with what may have been an imaginary experience of the 
author, and he finally accepts the situation as real. He is thus 
able, through a process of fantasy, to obtain relief from the dreads 
inherently carried over from childhood. This would seem to have some 
relation to Aristotle’s doctrine of catharsis. The writer, too, by 
the placing of his dreams or fantasies on paper, has safeguarded his 
original experiences, -and has, if you plea.se, found a meaning in life, 
has worked out a solution for his subconscious motivation. He has 
found reality through illusion. This, in brief summarizes DeVoto’s 
thinking on the Freudian element in literature where fiction is a 
form of fantasy. - He would hope for studies of the artist's relation 
to his work, of dream and fantasy and imagination in literature, of 
unconscious motivations and psychological symbolisms. This is precisely 
the type of work he did in his Mark Twain at Work.

He would not, however, allow the method to be used in biography. 
He held that biography was not the same as imaginative literature since 
readers of biography read them for information; hence, biographies 
must be formed out of truth, not fantasy and illusion. Concerning 
biographies he said:

Psycho-analysis has no value whatever as a method . 
of arriving at facts in a biography....Labor and 
nightmare (of not knowing the dark corners of a 
person's life— the unknowable) are spared the amateur 
psychoanalyst, He needs only the subject's letters
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1 • and diaries, his books and speeches if he wrote any, a

the more intimate letters of his friends, and an 
earlier biography. Not all of these items are indis- 

■ pens able:, much brilliant work has been done on the 
basis of the last alone. The external world is to be 
disregarded; the amateur Freud will devote himself to 
a far richer field, his subject’s mind.

Obviously this is a thrust at the methods of his arch-rival Van 'Wyck
Brooks. He continued: "And if he finds a conflict of evidence, that
too is simple. The principle of ambivalence tells him that all
evidence means the same thing. Then in support of his own
methodology he went on:

If you are a historian you examine all possible 
sources of information and if you find no information 
you report "I don’t know." But if you are an amateur 
analyst, to hell with uncertainty. You have discovered 
that .Diogenes possessed a mother fixation as a result 
of jealousy before his second birthday (evidence of 
what was in the mind of a child twenty centuries ago 
does not exist but no' matter)....

From the preceding discussion of Bernard DeVoto’s methodology, 
it can be seen tha,t there are two predominant phases in his thinking: 
the first is displayed in his application of social history to attain 
a roundness of literary understanding with particular emphasis upon 
not only the East-West tension, to be commented upon more fully in 
Chapter VII, but also upon the profound influence of the frontier as 
it relates to that American culture within its environs; the second 
is seen in his contempt not only for the thinness of the work of the 
critics and writers of the Lost Generation of the Twenties but also 
for the misuse of psychoanalysis in the interpretation of the machine

^Bernard DeVoto,: "The Skeptical Biographer," Harper’s, CLXVI 
(January 1933), 185. ~ -

^Ibid., p. 186.
•̂ Ibid.
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age literaturê  western culture, and the mind of an author»

It has been pointed out that though DeVoto claimed to have no 
critical system, still he was very positive in his statements as to 
what the role of the socio-historical critic should be,. .It was to be 
a probing of facts until the total picture or total spirit of the time 
was accurately derived. How he was to apply his system to Twain and 
the effects of this application upon the interpretation of Twain will 
be seen by examining'DeVoto1s works in.the Twain field.



CHAPTER VI

INTRODUCTION TO DEVOTO * S WORKS ON TWAIN

It took about twenty years of application in the Mark Twain 
field before DeVoto earned his solid reputation as one. of the foremost 
Twain critics. His contributions fall into two main categories: the
influence of the frontier upon Mark Twain and the interpretation of 
the causes of Twain's pessimism. In addition to these there is, of 
course, his work in editing and publishing the previously unpublished 
Mark Twain papers. To his basic areas of work DeVoto applied what he 
considered to be the proper methodology of the historian, critic, or 
biographer, namely, the research for social historical facts to support 
the case, always marshalling the facts, using them with caution in . 
order to obtain the total spirit and truth, and above all, to obtain 
an understanding of the human element,

DeVoto's work in Twain literature began in 1929 with the 
printing in American Mercury of "Brave Days in Washoe," ■ This article, 
together with the next four articles which he wrote, "The Real Frontier" 
(Harper'1 s, 1931), "The Matrix'of Mark Twain's Humour" (Bookman, 1931), 
"Mark Twain and the Genteel Tradition" (The. Harvard Graduates' Magazine, 
1931), and "Tom, Huck, and America" (SEL, 1932), was reprinted in bis 
first definitive socio-historical book about Twain, Mark Twain's
America, in 1932, From the time of these first articles until 1952,

'



DeVoto wrote some fourteen articles, delivered two public lectures, 
wrote seven reviews of books on Twain, and edited with introductions 
four other books on Twain, In 1937 he was asked to evaluate the 
unpublished Mark Twain papers and to give recommendations for future 
publications from them. He was then appointed as editor and custodian 
of the Mark Twain papers, a position he held from 1938 to 19U7« Out 
of these labors came three books: Mark Twain in Eruption, 19l|0;
Mark Twain at ¥ork, 19̂ 2; and The Portable Mark Twain, 19li.6. Of these 
three only one is basically DeVoto, Mark Twain at Tfforkj the others are 
Twain with introductions by DeVoto.

It is, then, on his work of some two decades that the importance 
of DeVoto in the world of Hark Twain literature must be interpreted and 
evaluated. The two books Mark Twain* s America and Mark Twain at Work, 
representing the major effort and presenting the crux of his critical 
theory, are, of course, of absolute importance.• They will be seen to 
represent the.two poles or phases of his thinking. In the following 
chapters entitled "DeVoto as Socio-Historical Critic" and "DeVoto and 
Pessimism," the facets of the Twain character will be revealed; in the 
concluding chapter the impact of DeVoto*s analysis of these facets upon 
the new contemporary criticism will be presented.



CHAPTER VII

DEVGTO AS SOCIO-HISTORICAL CRITIC

Mark Twain1 s America was a book which urgently needed to be 
written. It has been shown in preceding chapters that critical 
appreciation and placement of . Mark Twain had run the gamut from bad 
to worse when he was considered first as moralist, then as humorist 
and buffoon, as philosopher, eorruptor of Genteel ideals, and 
finally as pneuhotically frustrated potential genius, product of a 
decadent, inert frontier and an effeminate, corroded East,

DeVoto scrutinized the conclusions of his predecessors and
decided that their conclusions were false. His objective, then,
according to the dedicatory page, was to be an "Essay in the Correction
of Ideas," With this in mind, he set about establishing'and proving
his own thesis that Twain was. shaped, formed, and produced from a
frontier West which was entirely different in aspect from the starved,

<

barren culture as presented by his arch-rival. Van Ifyck Brooks, and 
other vilifiers of frontier America! It was indeed:

,,,a remarkably interesting book, one which will 
be read with absorbing attention by almost anyone,
whether he has ever heard of Mr, Brooks or not. It
is a remarkable picture of our country, written with 
gusto, with a fidelity to detail, and with a command



of language which raises it t® literature itself= It 
is} I think just such a book as Van Eyck Brooks himself 
would want.

It is far more than a criticism, an interpretation 
of Mark Twain, more than an interpretation of that part 
of Southwestern America drained by the Mississippi, ’ It 
is a text-book of social history, fascinatingly told; 
it is a study in anthropology; it is a revelation of 
frontier religion; it is physiology, sociology, 
physiography, all in one,

Mark Twain1s America is absorbing reading and certainly .
vital to anyone who would, understand the frontier of the mid- .
nineteenth century, "DeVoto has done great service to the history
of American letters,,..A large part of Mark Twain1 s America is
devoted to destroying utterly Van i§rck Brooks1 s, Lewis Mumford.1 s,

3and Waldo Frank's distortion of its protagonist," Indeed, "For 
critics Mark Twain1s America should provide life-giving provender 
for many a long day. It is, above all, in many of its passages an 
eloquent book, with the warm eloquence of partisanship, lavishly 
evoking a whole mind and an era, And finally?. "DeVoto1 s book 
is (now) recognized as the authority on all phases of the life and, 
literature of the West that relate to Mark Twain, and as the first

%arl Schriftgiesser, "Review of .DeVoto's Mark Twain's 
America," Boston Transcript, September 17, 1932, p, 2,

%lary Ellen Chase, "Mississippi America," Commonweal, XVII ' 
(January 11, 1933)3 303.

Ĥ(arry) L(orin) Binsse, Review of Mark Twain's America by 
Bernard, DeVoto, Bookman, LXXV (October 19327, 629-30,

k  'Constance Rourke, Review of Mark Twain's America by Bernard. 
DeVoto, Books (September 11, 1932), p. 3,
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thorough application of the methods of social history to the problems 
of literary criticism..

The first seven chapters of Mark Twain* s America clarified the 
role of frontier society in the shaping of Twain. In these pages a 
concept of America as a social entity, broadened beyond the boundaries 
of Eastern provincialism and Old World culture, can be seen. It was- a 
vigorous society, a vitalizing one, and certainly one capable of mold
ing an author’s thinking even to the point where it is conceivable to 
understand his later pessimism on viewing a materialistic society so 
divergent in spirit from the frontier.

The first element to be presented was a view of the West of 
1835 as seen through the eyes of the Eastern world. Easterners saw it
as the ’’New Jerusalem,,l but in "the South there were no perfect societies.

6...There was no pretense that this society was perfect," only vital, 
moving, and romantic, full of prominent persons, legends, and religions, 
and of the creators of Manifest Destiny. Those of the Eastern world 
failed to recognize the character of a changing American frontier.

The book continued with a discussion of village life, especially 
that of Hannibal. "Three sides of the village were prairie and forest, 
where boys found an enchantment that was to become the very tissue of

d̂Garrett Mattingly, Bernard DeVoto A Preliminary Appraisal 
(Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 193BI, p. 31°

B̂ernard DeVoto, Mark Twain’s America (Boston: Little, Brown &
Co., 1932), pp. 11, 15.

(
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certain books„..»All the world moved' down the Mississippi, And here 
was Hannibal̂  at the waterside. It was an idyll and a cosmos.Here 
was the loveliness and the wilderness of the prairie and forest; here 
was a perfect place for the birth of transcendentalism, and "American 
pantheism added solitude to German metaphysics, necessarily,"̂  Here 
was the joy of a non-Galvinistic religion, the minstrels, corn-shucking, 
roof-raising, shooting matches, the ballads and melodies as well as the 
"abysses of horror of slavery," This represented not the inwardness of 
the Puritan "...if the Puritan is a man who hates loveliness, fears 
passion, represses his instincts, and abstains from joy. Here wa.s 
life, abundant, exuberant, and joyful, village life at its fullness; 
and "It was not hidden from boys.

However, there was more too; there was the violence of the 
frontier society, nature "dispassionate," There were those who were 
not able to withstand the rigors of the westward movement, the squatters, 
the defeated ones; and "...the presence of these defeated on the 
frontier is responsible for many misconceptions and it is here suggested 
that the squatter, the rejected, is the frontiersman that the .theories 
know. Also as a part of this violence were the patrollers and

7Ibid., pp. i{.6, 52. 1
&Ibid., p. 30.
%bid., p. 1|.2.
•̂Ibid., p. 30.
^Ibid., p. 55. •
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vigilantes* the -untamable buteher-knife boys* river pirates* slave
beaters* and other elements of a disruptive and turbulent nature«
There was the superstition of the Negroes in their mysterious living
religious rites* supplemented by European witchcraft with its witches*
ghosts* and signs» Then* too* there was the terror of a slave’s world;
and, "Sam Clemen,s grew up among Negroes; the fact is important for 

12Mark Twain." And so "There was an idyll of sunny river towns with 
the forest and prairies beyond them. There wa-s the rush and clamor of 
America becoming something it had not been. There were the two facets 
of democracy. There were the melancholy* the music* the laughter* the 
terror* and the magic of the slaves.Here was a key to the under
standing of the other facet of democracy* the evil in an otherwise 
idealistic world. Twain was to incorporate this element* too* into 
his understanding and. view of the world. .

EeVoto pointed out that the fundamental characteristic of .this 
frontier type literature, with its stories of Davy Crockett* Daniel 
Boone* and others* was anecdotal humor. Mark Twain was completely 
immersed and imbued with it. DeVoto said that this fundamental charac-. 
teristic of frontier literature was of importance because in Mark Twain 
it was fully ripened. He went on to summarize;

^ Tbid. * p. 66. 
13lbid.* p. 77.
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It is not only that Mark Twain never became anything 

but a humorist5 realist̂  an'd satirist of the frontier; 
he never desired to be anything else. His earliest 
writing was a natural, an inevitable expression of this 
small art. • It expressed him and the life he saw. He 
went on to the bucolic contests of editors in Hannibal 
and in due ■ time he wrote the Snodgrass letters in this 
form. From the pilot house he mailed frontier whim
sicalities to the New Orleans papers. Then he was in 
Virginia City, and the Mark Twain who gigantically 
amused the readers of the Enterprise and became the 
Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope merely grew out of 
the printer’s devil at the Hannibal Journal. It was 
the same printer who finally brought a machinist into 
Arthur’s court, filled St. Joan’s France with Missis
sippi witticisms, and made the angel Satan a companion 
of Joe Harper in Eseldorf. But it was also the Hannibal, 
printer who wrote ’’The Adventures of .Huckleberry Finn. ” ^

And then quite abruptly the frontier, society was gone. ’’America
Tdfaced disunion and nationality and a new age.". Yet another phase in 

the educative processes of Mark Twain may be traced through his river 
pilot days. There he listened to the river boat tales, "...tales of 
feuds and voyages, of mistaken identities, piracies, murders, hangings 
and lynchings, monstrous twins, hypocrisy,- revenge, ghosts...
But the river experience was more than that because:

. ...for the first time cosmopolitanism enters the 
mind of Sam Clemens. All this was education. Frontier 
boyhood and the simplicities of a tramp printer merge 
into a maturity weathered by this infinitely variegated 
experience. He percejeves much more: the damned human
race is clearer to him. Much that is constant in his 
books— much of what is'valuable— comes from this clear 
perception.17

^%bid., p. 99= 
l^Ibid., p. 102. 
l6Ibid., p. 10£. 
17-Ibid., p. 106.
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And so one more link in the chain had been forged— provincialism was
left behind a From here - Twain' went West,

. A panoramic analysis of the mining comraunities of the West and
the myriad delights of Virginia City unfolded. Here was another cosmos,
another cyelorama of the human race, and it was here, said TDeVoto, that
Sjam Clemens reached his fulfilment and maturity as a writer. He had
found his trade in the newspapers5 the background would not be complete
without mention of this era, "It was in Washoe on February 2, 1863,
that Mark Twain was born. Hot, one thinks, by chance.... (How) his
writing expressed the Comstock. Expressed it— and enraptured it.
Fantastic, male, fortissimo.

But, if the mining towns gave Mark Twain a trade, then
certainly San Francisco helped finish his shaping. Here he contacted
the professional humorists, the humorists whose work was based upon

19realistic observation and "Mark Twain had found his art."
In his chapter venomously entitled "Cryptorchism," DeVoto 

traveled with Twain from the West to the East— Boston and Hartford.
With disdain he pointed out that Twain’s reception here was somewhat 
cold, that those cultured, mannered,. sheltered, perfect gentlemen, the 
Brahmins, could not, because of their childish provincialism, comprehend 
the "savage reality" of a person so worldly and spirited with frontier 
humor as was Mark Twain. He went on to say, however, that "To resent

•̂ Ibid., pp. 133-li-«
19Ibid., p. 178.
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or deplore the genteel tradition is a waste of sentiment,11 ̂  It was a 
. fact which existed; Mark Twain accepted the education they had to offer 
him, "He came East and he accepted tuition, DeVoto then refuted 
the arguments of those who said that the East formed Twain, saying that 
that-conjecture was a, waste of time, since his heritage had already 
formed him. That Twain’s "books suffered on two levels from the conflict 
of Western life with the genteel tradition was evident though. there was 
profit also in the correction by Howells of the "too naked truth." The 
areas affected adversely were on the verbal level and in the selection 
of themes suitable to the genteel rather than those which were 
intimately his own, said DeVoto. It is evident that DeYoto’s under
standing and interpreting of this East-West tension is uniquely his 
own and an important contribution to Mark Twain criticism.

At this point in Mark Twain’s America DeVoto paused to suggest 
that the correction of the distortion of ideas was consummated, that 
no further rebuttal of Brooks’s-interpretation of the frontier was 
necessary. That appeared to be true; however, he then, devoted the 
remainder of the chapter to a defensive tirade against the Brooks 
psychoanalysis, making it plain that since Brooks detested humor, he 
must also detest Mark Twain-* There may have been, as one critic 

■ suggested, more heat than light in DeVoto’s chip on the shoulder 
attitude, but at least he set some minds to thinking 2

20lbid., p. 206. 
21Ibid., p. 217.
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Humor* DeVoto wrote "...was the basis of his (Jwain’s) mind* 

as it was the framework of his books. He was. always a frontier humor
ist* who devoted himself to the production of laughter. If he had not
been that* he could not have become the satirist and realist who is 

22remembered." If critics could only label this quality with some 
other term such as "the comic spirit*" then DeVoto said a verbal problem 
would be solved and critical happiness would ensue.

Twain*s humor had its roots in the works of four other writers. 
These were Sidney Longstreet* Johnson J. Hooper* George ¥« Harris, and 
finally in William Tappan Thompson* the last of whom was the first 
"...to suggest* faintly* the possibilities of frontier society for 
interpretation by comedy.... (But) it is as' the fulfillment of their 
beginnings* as a realist writing in the comic tradition* that Mark 
Twain achieves his permanence in American literature. He was the 
■ one in whom the idealistic view of the West met with the realism of 
disenchantment* futility* and defeat3 and in that moment of meeting 
and realization* Twain’ s humor was born and along with it came the 
maturer expression of tragic laughter* for the first time in America.

Tears later DeVoto explained more fully his interpretation of 
the "Matrix of Mark Twain* s Humour*" by adding to the frontier humor 
another essential ingredient* explaining:

Humor is one of the mind* s devices for making life 
tolerable...3 a mind trying-to establish an armistice*

^ Ibid.* p. 260. 
23Ibid., p. 257.
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if but' for a moment 5 with itself and with the world,....
The soul must find some redress for the injuries 
inflicted on it, it must resist the aggressions 
practiced against its defenselessness, it must 
harmonize the discordances that threaten it with 
destruction from within....At its simplest it is 
wonderfully complex, at its most superficial it is 
many strata deep, and there is no such thing .as idle 
humor....And certainly no one ever made fine litera
ture out of humor except as the sole resolution pos
sible to the perturbed spirit of a conflict between 
himself and the world that was also in conflict, 
otherwise insoluble, within himself....But the jokes 
were also the bursting-asunder of what was inexorably 
contracting, and among the remarks to be made about 
the impulses is the not unimportant one that they 
happened to be the impulses of a great genius. They 
vibrated as the antennae whipped the ether in a blind 
sentience that was also prescience....So we must take 
him. You will not get a reasoned philosophy from him 
or a logical explanation of what causes man to hurt 
or societies to live in travail, at least you will 
not get one that will hold water very long. He loved 

■ to reason and did so often and as energetically as any 
man who ever lived, but nature had supplied him with 
the wrong instruments. Give him an argument to reason 
out and he was soon snarled in it. He usually proved 
and disproved both sides, and absolutely....His 
intelligence was.not analytical, it was intuitive.
His reasoning was fiery and superb and cockeyed and it 
moved on the curve of a long are— whereas his per
ceptions moved straight across on the chord. Those 
perceptions brought back some amazing things from the 
dark beyond man's knowledge of the strange jungle in - 
which he lives and his knowledge of himself. He have 
not yet caught up with all of them nor understood all 
those we have drawn abreast. But it is time to stop 
wondering why his genius expressed itself as humor,' 
for that humor was only the ambivalence we all share.
And it was quite literally a lifegiver, no less for us 
than it was for him adapting to the turbulence that 

. rioted at the bases of his mind.̂ U 
/•

TeVoto's thinking, concerning the pessimism, to be found in Hark 
Twain, had not ripened into the maturity it was to find in Mark Twain

^Bernard DeVoto, "Mark Twain, The Easy Chair #126," Harper's, 
CXGH (April 19U6), 309-12.
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at Works 19h2° While he was ■writing Mark Twain8 s Americâ  he felt that
there was "...no need to probe for the basis of pessimism nor even to 

pdshrink from it." He felt that Twain8s pessimism was the result of 
his experiences in life5 he had lived life and known its griefs; his 
observations on life were' accurate and normal. DeVoto was to reevalu
ate his stand on this matter after he had access to the unpublished 
manuscripts; consequently, this second major phase of his criticism, 
the cources of Twain8 s pessimism, will need to be scrutinized carefully 
later. The last chapter of Mark Twain8s America was also revised in 
Mark Twain at Work. Certainly,.. however, taken in its entirety,' Mark 
Twain8s America supports DeVoto8s first major thesis of the importance 
of the frontier in the shaping of Twain.

One can find fault with some of Mr. DeVoto8 s 
appraisals of Mark Twain8s work, but to do so.would 
be petty in the light of the achievement of his book 
as interpretation of one of,the primary elements in 
American cultural history.

pdMark Twain8 s America, p. 296.
26Harry Lorin Binsse, Review of Mark Twain8 s America, Bookman, 

LXXV (October 1932)., 629.



CHAPTER VIII

DEVOTO ART) PESSIMISM

DeVoto's next contribution to Twain criticism and interpretation 
was the address "The Ink of History11 delivered at Columbia University on 
December 6, 1935= In this essay he chastized the slowness of recognition 
accorded Twain, stressed the frontier element again, discussed Twain’s 
realism and native humor and pessimism. Following this came the "Limits 
of Criticism," a paper read before the American Literature Section of 
the Modern Language Association of America on Januaiy 1, 1936, Here he 
assessed the critical judgments on Twain from the point of view of 
vocabulary study, determination of texts, and the study of influences, 
and concluded that esthetic and socio-historical criticism are the most 
valuable types of criticism, . .

Then, in 19W, DeVoto, examining the typescript to the Mark Twain 
Papers, seeing that Paine in 192lj. had used less than half of the materials 
available, decided to use half of the remainder in a volume he called 
Mark Twain in Eruption,

In the introduction to Mark Twain in Eruption,, he made it plain 
that his method was not to be the method of Paine who did not group 
according to topic or subject matter, but who used Twain’s own method of 
"free association," resulting in a rambling, interrupted, disconnected,
episodical product. Instead, DeVoto would arrange, edit, delete

■
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interpolations and clippings, and modernize punctuation and grammar in 
order to provide greater continuity and coherence.

Readers mil rejoice that Twain left this material 
behind and rejoice even more that it found its way into 
the hands of Bernard DeYotoj his footnotes are as good 
as the introduction and his arrangement of disjointed 
and episodical matter is first-rate,

Norman Holmes Pearson was quick to notice this new method of organi
zation also:

He knows his business. Mark Twain has been a 
profession for Mr, DeVoto for a good many years,,..’
"What might at first thought be considered a breach 
of editorial responsibility is in reality its very 
assumption. What is wholly admirable, Mr, DeVoto 
is explicit in detailing his editorial practice— a 
new and welcome procedure in editing Twain.... That 
which is "new-, to our picture11. will be chiefly found 
in relation to Mark Twain's view of the social and 
political conditions of his age....That Mr. DeVoto 
himself was perhaps the first to emphasize this focus 
may explain his editorial predilection for chapter 
and verse to substantiate his view. It is a view 
incidently which Mr. DeVoto re-sketches. in his intro
duction. . .which is at the same time Mr. DeVoto's' best 
writing on Mark Twain and one of the most lucid 
sketches on him we have.

DeVoto said his aim was to present a book which would not be an auto
biography, but a kind of table talk to be of general interest to the 
public, not the special interest of the scholar; therefore, he omit
ted much which he considered uninteresting. He defended Twain from

Ĥirschel Brickell, Current History and Forum, LII (January 
10, 191)1), 1.

. %orman Holmes Pearson, "The Fragments of Genius," SKL, XXIII 
(December 7, 19U0),
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the charge of offensive witings and stated that in only two instances 
was it necessary to cut passages, and these were cut because of the 
damaging nature to someone and not because the passages were necessarily 
offensive in themselves.

It is in DeVoto's introduction to Mark Twain in Eruption that ' 
his new, deepening approach to the Hark Twain mind becomes evident, 
DeVoto was probing for the reasons-.behind the Twain pessimism. He 
explained Twain's reaction at the turn of the century in terms of 
social implications and termed it ".,,the American democratic hope 
colliding with a realization of the limits implicit in American 
democracy, "3 Twain expressed his age and discovered tha.t the world 
was no clearer to him than it was to any of his contemporaries, DeVoto 
said that Twain observed the nineteenth century and proclaimed it the 
greatest age of mankind, but that on the other hand, he recognized some 
term of the equation must have been false or how could it have ended in 
the corruption and disunity that existed in the world at the turn of 
the century.

In addition to the world troubles there was also Twain's own 
period of disaster to consider. These catastrophes led to the pro
duction of Mhat is Man? and The Mysterious Stranger, DeVoto pointed 
out that a study of the manuscripts revealed, a tremendous bulk of 
material written and discarded, indicating that Twain was trying to

Ŝ.L. Clemens, Mark Twain in Eruption, ed. by Bernard DeVoto 
(New York: Harper & Brothers, ipltOTT P® xxiii.



83
ease his own "burden by. determining how a man could be accused of being 
the author of his own fate, DeVoto maintained; "Through that 
bewildered groping one is eventually able to trace the development of 
three things; a sequence of homilies on man’s weakness and God's 
hostility, some of which were eventually formed into "What is Man?, 
a sequence of stories which shift through many artistic and psycho
logical adaptations till they produce The Mysterious Stranger— and 
the autobiography,He also held that these writings were Twain's 
own interpretation of personal tragedy as well as the historical- 
social events of his time, that they were his efforts to explain 
something so seemingly inexplicable in the universe,

DeVoto still maintained that the prime condition for Twain's 
fiction was rooted in his boyhood background, that a part of this 
idyll of boyhood was an "enveloping dread," "Much of his fiction, 
most of his" masterpieces, flows from that phantasy-bound anxiety.
This definition is, as was explained earlier, interstitial with"
DeVoto's theory as to what goes into the background of the creator 
to produce his art— the turning of the boyhood phantasy-illusions 
into reality. Edward VTagenknecht in a review of Mark Twain in Eruption 
wrote;

It is not too much to say that the heart of a 
perishing America beats in these pages5 here is the

T̂bid<,, p. xx. 
d?Ibid., p, xviii.
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Dream That Died5 the Hope That Was Cast Away. There 
is absurdity, there is triviality, bat' there are 
heights of insight too beyond which Americans have 
not yet climbed. And over all is the lovely radiance 
of a great rough, violent, bitter, angry, gloriously 
tender soul, the soul of a man who if he could know 
what we made of his America would be glad he is dead.

What was new in Twain literature in Mark Twain in Eruption 
was the revelation of Twain1 s views on the political and social 
conditions of the age. There was the ever-growing concern with the 
development of a. monarchy out of a democracy. There was the developing 
of an American satirist. That DeVoto was particularly qualified in the 
presentation of this area of work can be attributed to his unique 
understanding of the socio-historical background.

Following rapidly on the heels of Mark Twain in Eruption was 
DeVoto*s more definitive edition Mark Twain at Work, 19U2, which 
continued the revelation of the conclusive second phase of his major 
contribution to Twain criticism:: Mark Twain's pessimism. Here DeVoto
enlarged upon his original theses; and by careful scrutiny of the 
myriad of manuscripts at his disposal, he was able to arrive at some
thing which had not previously been done— a critical study of three of 
Mark Twain' s masterpieces:; Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn, and The 
Mysterious Stranger.

The first to be examined was Tom Sawyer. DeVoto came to some 
rather significant conclusions here. He asserted that the exact date

Edward Wagenknecht, "Mark Twain on Men and Events,11 New York 
Times, December 1, I9I1.O, p. 1, 38.
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of Twain1 s beginning the book could not be determined but that the 
first "Boy’s Manuscript" was probably written in 1870, and that the 
book as we now know it was worked on in 1873-18?it. It was also noted 
that Twain1s method of writing as well as his revisions were not 
those of a "conscientious literary workman." His, rather, was 
probably the way of genius. Many errors of names, time sequence, 
and ages were not explainable. However, DeVoto settled the argument 
as to Twain's censors, claiming that Twain was his own most profound 
critic. "Nevertheless he was almost lustfully hypersensitive to sex 
in print| he was in fact, as a writer, rather more prudish than 
Howells."7

DeVoto's critical estimate of Tom Sawyer was that it was
lesser than Huckleberry Finn; "...its plane of greatness is a lower 

8plane." Furthermore "...though the book is more profoundly true to 
the phantasies of boyhood than any other ever written, to maturity's 
nostalgia for what once was, though it has forged the symbols that 
seem likely to express boyhood more permanently than any other liter-

oature, it cannot be thought of as comprehensive or profound realism." 
It was rather Twain's way to ignore the brutalities, the strains of 
boyhood turning into manhood, and the fear, pain, and horror of

B̂ernard DeVoto, Mark Twain at 'Work (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 19l|.2), p. T9.

®Ibid., p. 18.
■ %bid., p. 20.



reality. So ",.,here the society was formed out of nostalgia and the
book became a pastoral poem, an idyll of an America that had already

10vanished when it was written,11 DeVoto insisted that Tom Sa~wyer is
representative of the world's greatest literature because it transcends
its faults and becomes mythology, "The way of fact is the curve of an

ilarc; myth, like poetry, travels straight across, on the Chord,11 He
continued with the idea that for Twain, St. Petersburg was an enchanted
village,'one which represented the beauty of a secure and peaceful
world, one which had beneath its beauty all the pains and turbulances
of nineteenth century America; but they do not come to the surface. In
this book "Time has stopped short; the frontier has passed by and the
industrial revolution is not yet born. Life is confident and untroubled,
moves serenely at an unhurried pace, fulfills itself in peace....Here
also the book captures and will keep secure forever a part of'America.».

12of America over the hills and far away." That is why it is great 
literature.•

After the discussion of Tom Sawyer, DeVoto presented an analysis 
of Huckleberry Finn, stating that it was begun in 18?6, but that since 
Twain's method had been, one of impulse and since the circuit had been 
broken, the manuscript had been shelved until the trip down the Missis
sippi brought it back. Thus it was possibly begun again in 1883. The

^ Ibid., p. 21. 
1:LIbid., p. 23. 
l^Ibid., p. 2U«
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most interesting and worthwhile contribution here made by DeVoto was
that of assembling the Twain notes into four groups and analyzing them
in order to feel the working of Twain's mind* He stated that Twain's
purpose encompassed that "He is going to exhibit the rich variety of
life in the great central valley as his trip down the river has recalled

13it to him and as he remembers it from boyhood and young manhood,"
DeVoto emphasized again that Twain's fiction .does not come past

Ih  ' 'l8ii5*" also that the book must be classified as an historical novel.
It represents the realistic aspect of a newly emerged frontier but is
still a part of the era of slavery; it is "...a magnificent expression,
a unique expression of the folk mind. The folk mind, that is, in mid-
America in the period of the frontier and immediately following, the
folk mind shaped for use by the tremendous realities of conquering a
hostile wilderness and. yet shadowed by the unseen world... .But if Huck
expresses the folk mind, he is also Mark Twain's surrogate, he is
charged with transmitting that dark, sensitive, and complex consciousness '

13about America and the human race,"
When Mr. DeVoto is not attempting to defend any 

thesis, either about Twain or the frontier or himself,
he gives us some ripened insights that can come only
through years of devoted attention to an author. Then 
he observes how much of the folk-mind itself is revealed 
through Hack's eyes, the folk-mind. of a period that was

•̂ Ibid. 3 p. 69.
^Ibid,, p. 88. 
1%bid., p. 99.
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shaped by the "tremendous realities of conquering a 
hostile wilderness and yet shadowed by the unseen 
world," ' Then, too, he stresses the democratic 
significance of the fact that Twain * s most heroic 
character is Nigger: Jim, We can be.grateful for 
these insights, even'though DeVoto seems determined 
to prove through his tub-thumping exaggerating that 
he possesses every temper except the critical temper,

DeVoto did not overlook the artistic qualities of the book,
however. He noted that it is composed with faulty framework; but
that really does not matter since its great qualities far outweigh
its weakness; it contains a new use of the vulgate for dialogue, one
of sensitiveness and skill; furthermore, there is evident a "life-
giving power," even though women characters are not fully developed,
DeVoto wrote? "On the first page one encounters a new medium of
fiction, Mark came to the American vulgate from the'dialects he
had begun writing in The Jumping Frog, It must be sharply set off
from the practices of his predecessors and practices of his own
which stemmed from them. The orthography of humor, that is, must
be distinguished from the American language.i.,In his earliest use
of the vulgate Mark had gone further than such men (Western humorists)

17had ever reached,"
DeVoto1s final estimate of Huckleberry Finn is worthy of record:
Criticism can never completely state the thirst 

which Huckleberry Finn slakes. The raft with'its 
proprietors moves downstream through strangeness

• ^F. 0. Matthiessen, "Twain Into Clemens," New Republic, CVII 
(August 10, 19lt2), 179.

"̂ Mark Twain at Work, pp. 93-14.«
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tinged with beauty and horrore It is an adventure 
story5 but beneath the adventure story are stratified 
layers of recognition and response, national and 
personal, of memory and of desire. Many voices are 
speaking, from our past, from our reverie, and from 
our dream. It is best to accept' that harmony with
out trying to analyze it further» Ho book has more 
of America in it, or more delight. Like all great 
works of art it is unique. All the world reads it 
for the first time,̂

Certainly then:
The net result of the evidence produced by Mr, Del/oto 

is to increase our respect for the artist in Mark Twain, 
an artist working the hard way by trial and error, .but 
still managing to strip his subject to its essentials and 
for long stretches of time to be true to his materials.
Since Mr. DeYoto never forgets that he is dealing with 
an instinctive and.great artist, his criticism of Mark 
Twain is the best that we are likely to get for some 
time to come.

It is in his essay "The Symbols of Despair" in Mark Twain at 
Work that DeYoto treads in the "no man's land" between psychology and 
literary criticism. True to his literary standards and methodology, 
he ingenuously admitted that the field was highly speculative and that 
he did not claim to have proved anything, but that his examination of 
the innumerable manuscripts enabled him to trace with a greater 
probability of accuracy the complex problem of Twain1s personal 
experiences and series of disasters which befell "the darling of the 
Gods," creating .his symbols of despair in the 1890's. DeYoto1s 
examination also enabled him to reveal how these were transformed

l8Ibid., p. 10J+.
19G. F. Whicher, Review of Mark Twain at Work by Bernard DeYoto, 

Books, July 12, 19]+2, p. 7« •
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into works of art and how ultimately Twain was able to achieve, after
"...for a time (living) perilously close to the indefinable line

20between sanity and madness, " surcease by the creation of The 
Mysterious Stranger. About this Wagenknecht wrote:

As I have already suggested, I am not sure Mr. DeVoto ■ 
is right in all his details. But whether he is or not,
"The Symbols of Despair11'will take its place as something 
more than one of the most exciting critical essays in 
our literature. "Whatever may be said of the details, 
it is profoundly true to the spirit of Mark Twain. The 
heart-breaking poignaneyywith which the sufferings of 
that great heart are brought home to us is beyond all 
praise. And something like this, surely, is what an 
artist must do if he is to suffgg the slings and arrows 
of outrageous fortune and live.

DeVoto pointed out that Twain's ego was punctured, and that he 
felt a sense of guilt following the bitter blows of fortune. His 
weapon to assuage the grief was an urgent compulsion to write -in 
order to vdb.maat:d,e the mental image of himself as a failure. The 
trouble was that his creativity was constantly blocked, causing Trim 
to write endlessly and resulting in an almost fantastically 
unbelievable number of unfinished manuscripts. "The force that was
impelling him to write was, clearly, both desperate and remorseless.

22Only a man who was hellridden could write so much."
After examining the unfinished pieces, and finding repetition

2%ark Twain at Work, p. 108.
Edward Wagenknecht, "Mark Twain as He Wrote in his Tears of 

Trouble," Mew York Times, July 5, 19̂ 2, p., 3»
‘̂Tffark Twain at Work, p. 112.
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of ideas over and over again, DeVoto concluded that Twain solved his
metaphysical, dilemma first with a doctrine of mechanistic determinism

23and finally, with the "...idea of confusing dream with reality."
Nothing really existed but a thought; here was the essence of The
Mysterious Stranger.

Here, then, was DeVoto’s second major contribution to Twain
criticism, the documented analysis of the working of a great mind as
it transformed itself into art and saved itself from the brink of
disaster, resulting in another product of creativity.

Little more remains to be said of DeVoto’s work in the Twain
field except perhaps to highlight his introduction to The Portable
Mark Twain, I9I4.6, Here in one short essay he summarized most of his
thinking of the past two decades. He emphasized the element which is
uniquely his contribution in the field— the soeio-historieal study of
literature. It is evident that DeVoto's thesis is that a writer’s
environment is fundamental to his work and that Mark Twain's efforts
were an expression of a national experience. He would caution the
reader to remember also the aspect of humor in Mark Twain's work. For,
"The critic who for a moment forgets that Mark.was a humorist is 

2kbetrayed."
The survey of DeVoto's work is completed. DeVoto’s stature 

in the field of Mark Twain literature cannot be denied. His scholarly

23Ibid., p. 117.
p),•S. L. Clemens, The Portable Mark Twain, ed. by Bernard DeVoto 

(New York: Viking Press, 19l|6), p. 30.
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devotion has focused strong new light on vistas of the American scene 
wherever he has turned his energies. For, as Lyman H. -Butterfield 
wrote:

DeVoto wanted the American past the way it was, not 
the way tendentious critics or historians thought it 
, should have been, because he was deeply stirred by the 
drama and the greatness that it revealed to him and 
that he in turn revealed to an ever-growing number of 
readers. As for America today, he had a lover's 
quarrel with it. He could and did make frequent 
suggestions for its improvement, but that was because 
there was some practical point in doing so. He 
believed the improvements he advoca-ted would enhance 
the American future, in which Bernard DeVoto never 
lost faith and in which, it seems both likely and. 
fitting, he will be remembered for a long time to come.

-̂Lyman H. Butterfield, "Bernard DeVoto in the Easy Chair: 
1935-1955)" NEQ, XXH (December 1956), UU2.
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CHAPTER IX

MARK TWAIN, THE PRESENT CRITICISM; 1932-1959

Clearly the time for a critical revolution, spurred by Bernard 
DeVoto, was imminentj and it is in his role as catalyst that DeVoto 
must be justly praised, for certainly his works provided abundant 
stimulus for the critics and became a challenging pivot around which 
criticism from then until the present has swung. Said Lyman H. 
Butterfield;

His first book-length study, Mark Twain1 s America 
(1932), rescued a great American humorist from a 
temporarily fashionable school of critics who thought 
Mark Twain should somehow have been something greater 
and finer than that.

Previously Fred Millett in 191*0 had noted:
DeVoto1s most valuable contribution to criticism 

arises from his conviction that American literature 
must be seen in relation to its total rural-urban, 
eastern-western environment, and not merely as a ? 
function of un-American New York literary coteries.

And Minnie Brashear in her book Mark Twain: Son of Missouri also
recorded:

Recently Bernard DeVoto, in his Mark Twain1 s America 
...with its large-scale, interpretative pictures of "the 
whole American frontier, from the Mississippi to the

1Ibid.
M̂illett, p. 192.
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Pacific, has done much to correct the impression 
conveyed by certain critics that the frontier was 
culturally b a r r e n ,  ̂

The stage was thus set for a more penetrating foray of Mark 
Twain criticisms. While the divisions of criticism overlap, they 
nevertheless fall into three rather distinct groupings. For while 
the formal traditional methods of criticism have never been abandoned, 
in modern American criticism the main emphasis has been psychological, 
sociological, and aesthetic in basis. A rough classification of the 
major Twain, critics would place Brooks and certain of his Freudian 
followers into the first group, , Into the second, with modification 
of connotation, would of course, be DeVoto and his frontier vindicatorsr 
Hacy, Grattan, Brashear, Wagenknecht, Benson, Mack, and Rourke. The 
next area would be composed of those critics who are concerned with the 
works of the man a.s a literary artist and could possibly include such 
writers as the following:; Bellamy, Blair, Ferguson, Trilling, H„ S. 
Canby, and possibly Mark Van Doren.

Of the first group little needs to be said here as they have 
been thoroughly taken care of, by Bernard DeVoto and discussed elsewhere 
in this paper. However, the second and third classifications do require 
further analysis. It is these critics who picked up the DeVoto fire
brand and moved forward adroitly into the field of socio-historical 
criticism where the boundary between history and literature is thin

M̂innie M. Brashear, Mark Twain, Son of Missouri (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 193W , p. 2?.



or in fact does not exist„ The question is asked concerning this 
socio-historical criticism, as to 11.. .what analysis does it employ? 
The question is fair; the answer is very simple, • It employs the 
analysis of social history,It is not to be pedagogical or 
metaphysical, although it is certainly not to slight aesthetics,
"It will constantly be essential to insist that history cannot take
the place of aesthetic criticism but can only illuminate and enrich
i t , I t  is to place criticism on an objective basis. It must see 
an author in relation to and as a product of the time and society in 
which he lived in order to see;

.'"...that in some degree his sentiments and thinking 
were conditioned' by the time and society; that in some 
degree he expressed both; and. that in some degree a 
part of his age exists in his poetry. Its effort is 
to determine degree. In short, it assumes that liter
ature is an expression of life, a,form of relationship, 
and it tries to determine the nature of this relation
ship. It analyzes the effective meaning of a writer 
or a book. What sentiments find expression? What
part or parts of society do they represent? • To what
. ideas, beliefs, hopes, fears, ambitions, superstitions 
of society do they correspond? From'what national— or 
sectional or local— experience do they arise? What 
persons, classes, regions, or interests agreed or 
disagreed with them approved or disapproved, found 
expression or opposition in them?

These should be the commonplace inquiries of 
criticism, yet they are the very ..ones that American .
' criticism has neglected to make.

^Bernard DeYoto, "The Rocking Chair in History and Criticism, " 
Forum, LXXXIX (February 1933), 103.

dIbid., p. 107.
Ibid., p. 103.
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This criticism then was to eonsi&t of a reexamination of American 
literature in relation to American life, Constance Rourke had used 
the method in her American Hhmor, where she illustrated the relation
ship .between national life and national humor, or as she put it, "A 
Study of the National Character,,1 -

First of the Twain critics, following Del/dto, was Minnie 
Brashear with her Mark Twain Son of Missouri, IPBU, who said her aim 
was to answer the question, "How is Mark Twain to be accounted for?"
By an examination of his environment she was•going to attempt her 
explanation.

Such was the country that Mark Twain knew in his 
youth. It was due to the epic quality of life in his 

. earliest environment that he used the English language 
■ as though it had never been used before and that in 
his writings he could draw so largely from all original 
and first class elements, He came of a people who were 
girding .themselves for heroic treks to the Mexican 
border, and California, • He knew both what was good 
and what was bad in a western town of heroic, aspirations, 
and during his impressionable youth he was a spokesman, 
in a small way, for a country that was conscious of a 
heroic part to play in a nation committed to a manifest 
destiny,7

Accordingly, "The book was begun in the faith that it is more profit
able to know how an important American writer reacted to persons and 
objects in his environment than to theorize about how he ought to have 
reacted,

B̂rashear, p. 75° 
Îbid,, p, xii.
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In 1935 Edward Wagenknecht published Mark Twain: ■ The Man and 

His Work which represented ".„«a complete vindication of the criticism 
of the last few years, In analyzing why Twain was different from 
any other writer Wagenknecht said: "What is this difference? The
answer may be given in a single word: the Frontier,,, .Mark Twain
began his writing on the frontier<, and the only kind of literary man 
that the frontier understood or encouraged or made possible was the 
humorist; therefore Mark Twain became a humorist,Mr. DeVoto is 
right when he tells us that in order to understand Mark Twain, it is 
necessary to go back of the lyceum: we .need to see him 'in crossroad
stores, on sunny wharves along the river, in the saloons and pilot 
houses of steamboats making downstream voyages by daylight above no 
bottom.1

Another important, and contrary to the Brooks thesis, quite 
fulfilled area was that of satire. Wagenknecht wrote: "The two great . 
satires are, however. The Gilded Age and A Connecticut Yankee. The 
former is poor stuff indeed from a literary point of view, but it will 
always remain a significant social document, and Mr. DeVoto is entirely 
just when he remarks, of its author: 'Alone among the novelists of the
time he concerns himself with the national muck. In him only exist 
the - boom towns, the railroad builders, the Dilworthies, the lobbyists.

B̂ernard DeVoto, Review of Mark Twain: the Man and His Work, 
HEQ, IX (|une 1936), 333. “

■ Êdward Wagenknecht, Mark Twain: the Man and His Work (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1933), pp. 3l, 69, 272.



the gallicized lrish? society swelling to a gimcrack pretension with
the manure of empire under its finger nails5 the monster fungus of the 

11gilded age.1" “ Finally, about that important phase of pessimism he 
wrote:; -

He could not find the supernatural solution of life's 
problem. He tried his best to solve it on the secular 
level and failed, for the simple reason that there is
no secular solution. But because, he was a great man,
he could not rest content with that. He went about
brooding over the question of human days, and he was 
profoundly unhappy because he could not find the answer.

Wagenknecht held, then, that Mark Twain was an artist and that he was
essentially a product of the frontier, that the man and his work are
one. His book is an important one in Twain criticism.

-"Mark Twain1 s Western Years, ' 1938, by Ivan Benson took Twain to
the West again. Benson asserted that Twain was only an amateur before
his western training, that the West made him.

In 19U7 Effie Mona Mack, continuing the new trend, came out with
Mark Twain in Nevada, which ".. .was written to recapture the flavor, the

13rhythm, the tempo, the frenzy of an amazing period in American history." 
Her book was to delve into the formative years, I86I-I86I4., more
thoroughly than any' otherj her conclusion was that Twain was "incubated"
in Virginia City and that it was here that he became a "full-fledged 
writer."

^ Tbid., pp. 235-6,
12Ibid., p. 233.
"̂ Effie Mona Mack, Mark Twain in Nevada (New York: Charles 

Scribner's Sons, 191:7)a p. vii.
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And, as if to complete the cycle, Gladys Bellamy, slipping over
into the aesthetic area, published her Mark Twain as a literary Artist,
1950« As one reviewer wroter "In placing her emphasis squarely on the
development of Mark Twain as a literary artist. Miss Bellamy... .has set
the appropriate keystone on the arch of Mark Twain criticism. Miss
Bellamy’s book was an attempt at a complete synthesis of the DeVoto
theses with those of Blair and Mageriknecht. She had decided to attempt
an evaluation on the basis of evidence as to Twain’s position as a
literary artist. Her work was particularly concerned with the "relation

T1-)of the individual to society and of the nature of good and evil."
This, of course, uniquely represented the reevaluation of the two phases 
of DeVoto’s work as seen in Mark Twain’s America and Mark Twain at Work j 
it represented the two poles of his thinking. DeVoto had said; "More 
of it (the Twain mind) will have to be studied in the book that someone 
must eventually devote to the bases of Mark’s mind. Perhaps the central 
effort of that book will be to determine why death, the images and 
humors and disgusts of death, the fear of death, and the threat of 
death colored his phantasy from childhood on. Miss Bellamy decided 
to label the four bases as moral!sm, determinism, pessimism, and 
patheticism (sentimentalism) 5 and her book turns on the discussion- of 
these elements as a part of Twain as she probed further for the artistic ■ 
aspects of Twain’s literature.

"̂ George TJhicher, "The Styles of Mark Twain," Mew York Times 
Book Review, August 13, 1950, p. 6.

^Gladys Carmen Bellamy, Mark Twain as a literary Artist (Mormans 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1956), p. viii. 1

^Mark Twain at Work, p. 102.
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Miss Bellamy’s book discussed pertinent criticism of Twain, 

including the Brooks-DeVoto controversy in detail. In certain areas 
she disagreed with both; on some subjects she was in emphatic agree
ment. One must disagree, however, with her final assumption as stated;- 
"Recently, these critics (Brooks and DeYotcT) appear to have drawn closer
together than they were a decade ago; and, surprisingly enough, it is

17Mr. DeVoto who has moved toward his opponent.11 In so saying, she 
misinterpreted all that DeVoto stands for, since as has been shown 
earlier, his theories in Mark Twain at Work, while appearing to be 
similar to Brooks’s, are based upon a completely different predication 
and certainly come to basically different conclusions. DeVoto on the 
one hand explored the reasons for Twain's difficulty in expressing 
.himself in later years, while Brooks attempted an explanation of 
completely unfulfilled genius. Miss Bellamy's book however, does 
otherwise vindicate 'DeVoto’s theses; and certainly she was eloquent 
in her concern with the aesthetic as well as the role of background 
in the formation of a literary artist.

Representing the third classification as well as the socio- 
historical critics was Blair, who in 1937, feeling, with DeVoto, the 
significance of the Southwest wrote: "...most important of all was
the influence in Mark ’ s writing of the humor of the old Southwest... 
essentially, all his life, he was a teller of humorous anecdotes in 
the manner of Southwestern humorists, usually in a framework of

"̂ Bellamy, p. 30.
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description or narration* Mr* DeVoto properly characterized the 
technique when he said;. 'He took the humorous anecdote, combined it 
with autobiographical reminiscence, and so achieved the narrative 
form best adapted to his mind*.. .The Innocents Abroad is Mark's 
discovery of the method... D̂escriptive passages interrupt the 
narrative from time to time but its steady progress is accomplished 
by means of stories....The same framework produces. Roughing It, A

18Tramp Abroad, Life on the Mississippi, and Following the Equator.'"
Indeed, "Mark Twain, in short,- who as a personality could

not help but be a- humorist, as a literary artist whose- works' were
channeled by such currents could not help but be an American' humorist.
His works are, in a sense, a summary of nineteenth-century native 

19American humor." That was not all that Blair saw; he noted the
. ' -

elements of satire: "But Mark, like those who preceded him in
humor, was not only a fictionist; he was, in addition, a humorous
fictionist. Satire of mankind in general and of American mankind

20in particular flashed...brilliantly on his best pages."
In 1939 Blair did a structural study of Twain and concluded 

that the structure was well "adapted to its purpose."

"̂ %alter Blair, "Mark Twain," Native American Humor, 1800-1900 
(New York: American Book Co., 1937), pp. 152-15!?. "

19Ibid.
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Then in 19U3 Ferguson published his Mark Twain; Man and Legend.

He emphasized Twain1 s career as a writing man. Earlier he had delved
into that important area of the study of manuscripts and had concluded:
"In short, the Mark Twain who emerges from this study is a man of
letters practising bis art, a humorist who knows what he is doing and
making the most of his materials. Of the, thwarted Swift invented by
Mr. Brooks and his followers there is not a trace. Mark Twain didn't
write humor because his wife forced him to prostitute his genius; he

21wrote it because he was Mark Twain." His stand was that Twain was a
skilled man of letters rather than a mere folk humorist.

Lionel Trilling in his introduction to Huckleberry Finn
observed that the greatness of the book lay in its power to tell the
truth. He compared the Mississippi to a god embodying a great moral
idea. Huck adores the river and as the book takes him like a chorus
in a Greek tragedy back to the river, "...there is a hymn of praise
to the god's beauty, mystery, grandeur in contrast with the pettiness
of men." Trilling thpught also that "in form and style Huckleberry

03Finniis an almost perfect work," and his final estimate was that it 
is "...one of the world's great books and one of the central documents 
of American culture.

21.DeLancey Ferguson, "Huck Finn’Aborning," Colophon, n. s. Ill 
(Spring 1938), 180.

opS. L„ Clemens, ,The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Intro. by
Lionel Trilling (New York: Rinehart and Co., 19F8), p7 viii.

23%bid., p. xv.
^ Ibid., p. vi.
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The impact of the new socio-historical criticism can be 

abundantly seen also in literary anthologies and textbooks of the last 
two decades, A random sampling reveals current trends. First, is a 
statement from if. F. Taylor’s The Economic Novel in America, 19i|2:

He expressed them ("the traditions of democracy, in 
which the interests of the whole citizenry should be 
preserved"), dramatized them salted them with his 
incomparable humor, and helped to store them up in the 
consciousness of millions of readers„,„ .Hen read 
imaginative literature for individual objects, not 
social; they read for psychological fulfillment, not 
for the acquiring of ideas about the State or the 
Machine. They read that they may have life,, and have . 
it more abundantly and intensely, that heightened sense 
of life not merely as temporary excitement, but as an 
enduring experience which, amid the monotony of civilized 
living, too easily go undernourished. By his touch are 
awakened potentialities stored in men's deepest nerve 
centers by generation after generation of experience;: —  
the sense of broad incongruity whose voice is bluff 
laughter; the sensitiveness to superstition that lingers 
in the subrational part of all our natures; the perennial 
craving for some picaresque escape from responsibility; 
the enjoyment of those images of sky and river and wooded 
shoreline amid which the race has lived for countless 
generations „ The work of Mark Twain is great and 
permanent work because through it, an universally 
powerful creative mind ministers to these .central and 
enduring psychological needs of the race. The social 
criticism of Mark Twain is of enduring significance, 
not alone because it is in such close accord with our 
main American tradition, but also because it has been, 
almost as if by accident, drawn along in .the current of 
an achievement far greater than itself, ^

Then American life in Literature, a college anthology, makes a 
judgment as to the place of Huckleberry Finn in literature when it 
classes it as "...his masterpiece and one of the three or four really

F. Taylor, The Economic Hovel in America (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina, 19i|2), pp. Il|.33i7.
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great American novels— if The Scarlet Letter, Moby-Bick, and Huckle- 
berry Finn can be classed as novels— ...."

The Literature of the American People, 1951? refers to Twain
in a chapter appropriately entitled "Mirth for the Millions," saying
that he has made "...America's supreme contribution to the world's

27store of fun in ink." About Huckleberry Finn this statement was 
made: -

...one of the most universally admired narratives 
in the history of American literature— a turbulence of 
boyish adventure as varied as the currents of the 
river whose course supplies the setting and a delightful 
compound of humor, satire, and local color. Such a 
collection of characters no other American novel can 
equal— Huck, Tom, Hegro Jim, the wandering charlatans—  
the .'Duke and the King— and all the others. To many 
readers the entrance of Tom Sawyer near the end diminishes 
interest by introducing humor to a too factitious type—  
but to others the rescue of Jim is, as Clemens thought 
it to be, an uproarious climax of howling fun. In the. 
book, of course, is to be found the source of 0'Henry's 
"gentle grafters" and of much else besides. The idea 
of putting the whole tale in the mouth of Huckleberry 
Finn was a stroke of rarest genius, for by so doing 
the author added materially not only to the humor but 
to the seeming reality and illusion of unity as well.
Into the speech of the characters went careful work in 
differentiating dialects, and in an explanatory note 
Clemens called attention to the fact that he had pains
takingly represented Missouri Hegro speech, the back
woods lingo of the Southwest, and four varieties of 
the "ordinary 'Pike County' dialect." And yet it is 
Huck who does the talking. - Clemens nowhere surpassed 
the skill with which he solved the difficult problem 
posed by the array of characters assembled in this story.

^Jay B. Hubbell (ed.), American Life in Literature (Rev. ed.| 
Hew York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 19i9)> II, li+6.

Arthur Hobson Quinn (ed.). The Literature of the American 
People (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 19517, p. 708.

2;8Ibid., p. 718.
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And the final analysis is well worth noting:

In time, the works of Mark Twain will be further 
winnowed, but there can be no question as to the 
cordiality with which Americans pride themselves on 
his accomplishment. To find fault with him at the 
present time seems almost as ungrateful’business as 
was pointing out the shortcomings of Longfellow in 
i860. And the rest of the world has long since 
learned to love his mirth and to admire his repre
sentative qualities. In England he has been almost 
as widely read as at home, in Germany his books have 
multiplied in reprints, and today in Russia he enjoys 
a favor astounding in scope and in heartiness. Like 
Emerson and Whitman, he seems to reflect the qualities 
of his country with unusual fullness, and he transcends 
all other American writers in exhibiting the cheerful 
irreverence which 'may be characteristic of us as a
people.29

Finally, Richard Chase in his The American Novel and Its 
Tradition, 1957> noted the beauty and originality of Twain’s use of 
the language. "The book (Huckleberry Finn) makes a music of words 
which is beautifully sustained and modulated to the very end...» 
Hemingway's well-known pronouncement that ' all modern American 
literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry 
Finn’ states a large truth.... He continued:

The language of Huckleberry Finn is a kind of 
joyous exorcism of traditional literary English, but 
this ritual act allies it irrevocably with what it 
exorcises. And half the pleasure of reading the 
book comes from the alternation of tension and release 
as the language modulates or, as often happens, shifts 
with wonderful abruptness from traditional literary 
English to colloquial American.^

29Ibid., pp. 719-20.
30Richard Chase, "Mark Twain and the Novel," The American Novel 

and Its Tradition (Garden City: Double day & Company, Inc., 1957), p. 139.
•̂ Ibid., p. lli.0.
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Furthermore: "The language of Huckleberry Finn is a perfect vehicle
for the hard, common-sense realism for which the book is famous and
which, as much as the language itself, gives the book its important

3?place as a precursor of modern literature,"
Continuing the thread of the JDeVoto-inspired criticism, Chase 

discussed the greatness of the same book: "The greatness of Huckleberry .
Finn is in the simple clairvoyance of the truth it tells, Huck Finn, . 
our.observer and narrator, sees everything with the same impassive 
clarity and the same total lack of distortion with which he sees the 
most ordinary stick, stone, or fishhook. Unspeakable violence and 
cruelty, fraudulence and pretense, sordidness and glory, the sublime 
and ridiculous, pride and humility— all these are to be seen in. the 
strong, representative episodes that epitomize so much of American 
civilization as they unfold before Huck on the trip down the river, 
Certainly "there were aesthetic qualities present also; "...Mark Twain1s 
greatest book is poetic as well as realistic, for a part of the truth 
it encompasses is of the sort we cannot eveniconceive without the 
intervening illusion of poetry.Furthermore, "In Huckleberry Finn 
Mark Twain1s imagination, when it is poetic, is the imagination of idyl 
and of melodrama. That life on the raft is idyllic and that Huckleberry

■̂ Ibid., p. ll|.2» 
-̂ Ibid.,
%bid., II4.3.



Finn is a pastoral fiction that looks back nostalgically to an earlier 
and simpler America— this does not need arguing,

Speaking of Twain1s doubleness of personalitys Chase came to 
the conclusion that "All of his critics and biographers seem agreed 
on Mark Twain1 s doubleness,, whether they go on to say, with Van Myck 
Brooks, that his inner contradictions thwarted and ruined a literary 
genius or to say, with Mr, DeVoto, that they did not. Probably all 
his critics agree too that Mark Twain's habit of mind was originally 
derived from the small-town life on the river that he knew as a boy 
and from his later feelings about it, "When Mark Twain invoked Hannibal, 
Mr, DeVoto says, 'he found there not only the idyl of boyhood but 
anxiety, violence, supernatural horror, and an uncry s t alii zed but 
enveloping dread,1 To know experience in this form is to prepare 
oneself for the imagination of Huckleberry Finn,

Then in one last sweeping statement, Chase supports once again 
- the socio-historieal critic's attitude by saying; "It is difficult to 
think of the fluid moral world of Huckleberry Finn without recalling 
how directly it reflects the folkways of Mark Twain's prewar time and 
place. And indeed Buck draws heavily upon folklore for its materials,

O*?for the quality of its humor, and for its language,"
The critical comments continue to pour in with the predominent

3̂ Ibid,, p, 11*8,
3̂ Ibid., p» 11*9- 
3?Ibid,, pp. 153-i*.
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number of them exploring further and probing into the fertile fields
laid open so abundantly by the vigorous works and pen of Bernard
jDeVoto, And the conclusion must be reached on the basis of prevailing
evidence that "The prevalent critical attitude has come to consider
Clementts most distinctive work as summing up the tradition of Western

38humor and frontier realism," Obviously this is a typical conclusion 
of the new DeVoto-inspired criticism,

DeVoto’s was no longer a voice crying in the wilderness. The 
unending circle of Twain criticism was commencing to close; definitive 
words had been spoken; the man, his works, and his.time in history are 
more nearly understood. Yet even as this is written, new areas of 
thought are opening up; new books are being written; and the cycle 
continues, spurred on by the DeVoto impetus.

38James D. Hart, The Oxford Companion to American Literature 
(New York:: Oxford University Press, 1956), p. lEl.



, CONCLUSION

That which has preceded has illustrated the rocks and shoals 
of the personal and critical acclaim encountered by Mark Twain, 
personality and author« ■

He was first seen in the crucible as a mixture of lecturer, 
humorist, buffoon, philosopher, and descriptive character writer, 
unable to escape the Genteel denigration of unrefined, raw Western 
literature and the designation of mere funny-man. As judgments 
matured following the conflicts of Post-Civil War America, there 
was a seen a growing respect for his style, satire, and philosophy.
He was termed the "Lincoln of our literature,11 and the new growing 
appreciation of realism was commencing to. offset the moral idealism 
and nationalism of the earlier era. Following Twain's death in 1910, 
it was pointed out that the tempo of literary criticism was noticeably 
increased. Although European standards and patterns of thought were 
still accepted, America started to come of age in the literary world, 
Paine and Macy gave Twain critical accolades which lasted fairly 
respectably until the rumble of war and the echo of old fears were 
followed by a wake of instability. The Brooks era, however, began; 
and the "poet became submerged in the pioneer," All the old symbols 
of the previous generation were equated as false; negation set in,

109
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The Mysterious Stranger and "What is Man? were viewed as Twain* s blast 
at the crude materialistic society of which he was supposedly a product. 
Psychoanalysis arose from chaos.

Then during the decade of the 20* s and a part of the 30's,
Twain* s evaluation was seen to run the gamut of the ideologies of 
current critics. The great figure had fallen] he fell short of the 
American ideal and became merely an "embodiment of the petty bourgeois 
society," He became a victim of the criticism of culture rather than 
of literature,

However,■the scattered fragments of the fallen angel were not 
to remain in this dishevelled state. Correcting the distorted picture 
and urging new endeavors in the field was the cogent work of Bernard 
JDeVoto, First, he, in his role as socio-historical critic, spurred 
a new interest in the frontier, resulting in a new, deeper insight into 
the background influence of environment upon Mark Twain, This vital 
society was seen to be filled with the formative elements of music, 
ballads, violence, evil, fear, the magic of - slavery and witchcraft, 
mythology, and anecdotal humor. Twain* s efforts were re-evaluated in 
the light of their "expression of a national experience," which was 
representative of the new America,

DeVoto*s second major contribution to the new criticism was 
that of providing a documented analysis of the Twain mind as it trans
formed itself into an artistic medium for the purpose of creating a 
work of art. Here was presented for all future critics to view a new 
understanding and appreciation of the workings of that great mind.
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Finally3 it has been shown that the significance of Bernard 

DeVoto on the interpretation of Hark Twain lies in the creation of a 
new direction for contemporary Twain critics to follow. There has 
been since 1932 a growing acknowledgment of the importance of the 
frontierj of an understanding of the Twain mind in relation to pessimism; 
there has been, and very significantly so, a new urge to examine Twain 
manuscripts along with his other works, resulting in an emphasis upon 
his artistic and aesthetic accomplishments. The reexamination of 
American literature in relation to American life has been expertly 
followed by Brashear, Vagenknecht, Bellamy, and others. Current 
anthologies and textbooks reflect the work of DeVoto and acknowledge 
the new critical trend. Twain is at last recognized as a true artist, 
a product of a versatile age, whose works exhibit beauty, truth, 
artistry of language, and live people.
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