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PREFACE 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore and to ex­

plain why Mark Twain's novel, Adventures of Huckleberry ~, 

is a great piece of American and world literature. Chap­

ter One examines Twain's theory of composition and his idea 

of story structure. Chapter Two summarizes and reviews the 

arguments of four critics, Leo Marx, Edward Wasiolek, Henry 

Nash Smith and William O'Connor, who find flaws in the struc­

ture of the Adventures of Huckleberry~. Chapter Three 

treats the arguments of critics such as Lauriat Lane, 

Lionel Trilling, T. S. Eliot and Richard Adams who praise 

the novel for its strong structural elements. Chapter Four 

analyzes and re-evaluates the structural elements of the 

novel in order to demonstrate its overall formal unity. 

I gratefully acknowle~ge appreciation to my thesis 

director, Dr. Gerrit W. Bleeker, for his guidance and help­

ful suggestions, and I also wish to thank my second reader, 

Dr. Charles E. Walton. Finally, I thank Ken Fousek for 

making it all worthwhile. 

Emporia, Kansas M. S. 

July, 1976 
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CHAPTER I 

MABK. TWAIN'S THEORY OF COMPOSITION AND STORY STRUCTURE 

Twain's ideas and theories about the art of writing 

fiction can be found in his nOTels, short stories, Autobio­

graphy, letters, sketches and criticism. In his Autobio­

graphY he writes. 

• • • narratiTe should flow as flows the brook down 
through the hills and the leaf7 woodlands. its course 
changed b7 eTer7 boulder it comes across and b7 eTer7 
grass-clad graTelly spur that projects into its path,
its surface broken, but its course not sta7ed b7 rocks 
and graTel on the bottom in the shoal places, a brook 
that DeTer goes straight for a minute, but goes. and 
goes brisk17. sometimes ungrammatical17. and some­
times fetching a horseshoe three quarters of a mile 
around, and at the end of the circuit flowing within 
a 7ard of the path it traTersed an hour before, but 
alwa7s going. and al"'7s following at least one law. 
alwa7s 107al to that law, the law of narratiTe, which 
has no law. Nothing to do but make the trip, the how 
of it is not important, so that the trip is made. 1

Twain's idea of storytelling is clearer in his Preface 

12 Those Extraordinary Twins in which he explains "8 man who 

is born with the nOTel writing gift has 8 troublesome time of 

it when he tries to build a nOTel." In this preface he writes 

that. 

He has no clear idea of his story, in fact he has
 
no story. He merely has some people in his mind.
 

lClemens. ~ Twain's Autobiography. p. 237. 
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and an lncldent or two. also a 10ca11t7_ He knows 
the selected loca11ty. and he trusts that he can 
plunge those people lnto those lncldents wlth In­
terestlng results. So he goes to work. To write 
a novel? No--that ls a thought wh1ch comes later. 
ln the beglnn1ng he (the wrlter) ls only proposlng 
to tell a 11tt1e tale. a very 11tt1e tale, a slx 
page tale. But as lt ls a tale wh1ch he ls not 

- acqualnted with. and can onl)' flnd out what lt ls 
by 11stening a. lt goes along t.l11ng ltse1f. lt ls 
more than apt to g020n and on and on tl1l lt spreads
ltself lnto a book_ 

ObVlous1y. then. Twaln Hdlscovers hls subjects. not before. 

but as he wrltes_") The result of thls wa)' of wrltlng ls 

s~prlslng. because as Long observes. "the origlna1 motlf 

often dlsappeared. as lt happened ln Pudd'nhead Wllson. wh1ch 

began as a farce but changed to a tragedy_"4 In the process 

of composltlon. farclca1 materla1s evolved lnto the "traged)'" 

of Pudd'nhead Wl1son. 

TWaln's answer to an unldentlfled clergyman who asked 

hlm about hls method of composltlon shows that Twaln was not 

certaln about his Ilethod of wrl tlng and that he dld not even 

know lf he had an)' method of composltlon or not. He wrltes 

to the clergyman. 

Rev. " Dear Slr. 

Your lnqu1r, has set me thlnklng--but so far. my

thought falls to materlallze. I mean that. upon

conslderatlon. I all not sure that I have methods
 
ln composltlon. I do suppose I have--I suppose
 

2
Twaln. Pudd 'nhead Wl1son ~ Those Extraordlnary

Tw1ns. p. 207. 

"audson Long. Mark Twa1n Handbook. p. )12.- .........----.....
 
4Ib1d •• p. 312.
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I must have--but 5hey somehow refuse to take
 
shape in my mind.
 

Twain declares that his stories are written uncon­

sc1ously. In his letter to the clergyman, he continues. 

Let us guess that wheneTer we read a sentence
 
& like it, we unconsciously store it away in our
 
aodel-cbamber--1t goes, with the myriad of its
 
fellows, to the building, brick by brick, of the
 
eventual edifice which we call our style. And
 
let us guess that wheneTer we run across other
 
forms--br1cks whose color or some other defect
 
offend us, we unconsciously reject these, & so
 
one neTer finds them in our edifice. If I haTe
 
sUbjected myself to any training processes--& no
 
doubt I have--1t must haTe been in this unconscious
 
or half-conscious fashion. I think it unlikely

that deliberate & consc1gusly aethod1cal training

is usual with the craft.
 

Since Twain wrote his stories "unconsciously" and 

without plan, he often had to reT1se thea. He reduced 

Pudd'nhead Wilson fro. 81,500 to 58,000 words. Be also re­

T1sed The Pr1nce ~ !h! Pauper several times, and when the 

book was almost f1mshed, he destroyed all but 288 ot the 

600 pages he had wr1 tten. 7 '!'he Tramp Abroad and Roughing II 

also underwent several reVisions. Moreover, when Twain finish­

ed ~ AdTentures of 12! BaWler, he sent the manuscript to 

his friend Howells to read it and mark where 1t should be 

5Clemens, "My Methods of Writing," Mark Twain Quarter­
lI, VIII (Winter-Spring, 1949), 1. 

6 
~., p. 1. 

7S7dney J. Krause, "Twain's Method and Theory of Compo­
sition," Modern Philology, LVI (August, 1959), 169. 
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revlsed. Instead of readlng the manusorlpt, Twaln slmply 

hunted out the pencll marks Howells had made and e.ended 

aooordlngly.8 

Twaln's ldea about structure of a tale dltfers trom 

the tradltlonal method ot storytelllng lnberl ted froll the 

past and saored to most wrlters. "The sacredness ot story 

struoture, whlch Twaln has ln effect challensed, ls rooted ln 

Arlstotellan theor,y.·9 Unity ot tlme, place, andaotlon are 

three 'baslc rules of thls theory. "A maln actlon, with the 

beglnning , mlddle, and end, a domlnatlng character, a com­

pllcatlon, a cllaax--these hlstoric essentlals get scant 

homage ln Clemens's crltlclsm and practlce.,,10 

Although Twaln 19nores Arlstotellan theorles on unlty, 

several baslc rule. and theorles of tlctlon are reflected 

ln hls works. The most lmportant one ls the use ot observa­

tlon and experlence. Edgar H. Goold obserYes that the funda­

mental rule of Twaln's wrltlng aalntalns that an author must 

rely upon his own observatlon and experlence wlth whlch to 

provlde the tramework and the substance of hls work. From 

this toundatlon all other baslc rules ot wrltlng would branch 

out. Twaln belleves that "a good tlctlon should have a 

8 
~., p. 170. 

9aeorge Felnsteln, "Mark Twaln's Idea ot Story
Structure," Amerlcan Literature, XVIII (1946), 160. 

10Ibld., p. 161. 
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solid underlying basis in fact which should give it an 

authenticity that could never be achieved by pure invention.,,11 

TO support this theory, Goold cites an article Twain 

wrote for the Princeton Review in 1888 in which he argues. 

If you attempt to create a wholly imaginary inci­
dent, adventure or situation, you will go astray 
and the artificiality of that thing will be de­
tectable, but if you found (your story) on a fact 
in your personal experience it is an acorn, a root, 
and every created adornment that grows up out of 
it, and spreads its foliage and blossom!2to the 
sun, will seem reality, not inventions. 

Twain emphasizes experience and observation because he be­

lieves that, by using personal experience and observation, a 

writer avoids artificiality. 

Twain advocates writing the way that people speak. 

His standard practice of revision of his manuscripts calls 

for constant re-reading aloud until the dialogue sounds 

convincing. He believes in the use of jargon and dialects, 

and in the Adventures of Huckleberry ~ four dialects are 

used. Twain feels that the dialect used should fit the 

characterization and that the dialect should remain con­

sistant throughout the novel, in order to present a believ­

able sense of realism for the characters and the book. 1J 

l1Edgar H. Goold, Jr., "Mark Twain on the Writing of 
Fiction," American Literature, XXVI (May, 1954), 14J. 

12Ibid. 

lJIbid., pp. 147-8. 
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Even	 though Twaln dld not follow the Arlstotellan form 

1n composltlon and structure of a tale, he dld have several 

clearly deflned rules ln wrltlng. In hls Fenlmore Cooper's 

Llterarl Offenses, he names elghteen rules whlch domlnate 

the	 art of wrltlng flctlon. These rules, although some­

what	 exaggerated, help deflne hls theory of storytelllng. 

1.	 That a tale shall accompllsh something and
 
arrlve somewhere. • ••
 

2.	 They requlre that the eplsodes of a tale shall 
be necessary parts of the tale, and shall help
develop It•••• 

J.	 They requlre that the personages ln a tale 
shall be allve, except ln the case of corpses,
and that always the reader shall be able to tell 
the corpses from the others. • • • 

4.	 They requlre that the personages ln a tale,
 
both dead and allve, shall exhlblt a suffl ­

clent excuse for belng there. • • •
 

S.	 They requlre that when the personages of a
 
tale deal ln conversatlon, the talk shall
 
sound llke human talk • • •
 

6.	 They requlre that when the author descrlbes 
the character of a personage ln hls tale, the 
conduot and conversatlon of the personage shall 
justlfy sald descrlptlon. • • • 

7.	 They requlre that when a personage talks llke 
an 1llustrated, glft-edged, tree-calf, hand­
tooled, seven-dollar Frlendshlp's Offerlng
ln the beglnnlng of a paragraph, he shall 
not talk llke a negro mlnstrel ln the end of 
1 t.	 • . • 

8.	 They requlre that crass stupldltles shall not 
be played upon the reader as -the craft of the 
woodsman. the dellcate art of the forest,' by
elther the author or the people ln the tale•••• 

9.	 They requlre that the personages of a tale
 
shall conflne themselves to posslbllltles

and let mlrables alone • • •
 

10.	 They requlre that the author shall make the
 
reader feel a deep lnterest ln the personages

of hls tale and ln thelr fate, and that he
 
shall make the reader love the good people 1n
 
the tale and bate the bad ones. • • •
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11.	 They require that the characters in a tale
 
shall be so clearly defined that the reader
 
can tell beforehand what each will do in a
 
given emergency. • • •
 

12.	 ~a:r what he is proposing to say. not mere-

y come near it.
 

13.	 Use the right word. not its second cousin. 
14.	 Eschew surplusage.
15.	 Not omit necessary details. 
16.	 Avoid slovenliness of form. 
17.	 Use good grammar.
18.	 Employ a simple and straightforward style. 14 

Among these rules of fiction. Twain apparently values 

greatly the use of realistic characterization and dialogue. 

because they can be traced more easily in his works. As 

a realist, he emphasizes that the character in a tale should 

be "alive." According to Goold, Twain praises writers 

whose characters are truly drawn from life. He praises 

Israel Z8ngwill' s ~ Master because its "characters are 

real. they are flesh and blood. they are definite•••• "15 

Twain finds defects in Cooper's In! Deerslayer because he 

believes the characters are "••• not the sort of people 

that the author claims they are."16 

Twain always emphasizes realistic dialogue. Follow­

ing closely the traditional forms of the western frontier, 

Twain relies heavily upon colloqUial idiom and syntax. 

14Clemens. "How to Tell a Story," in The WritingS ~ 
!!£! Twain, pp. 79-81. 

15Goold, p. 146. 

16Ibid• 
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The extent of his usage of such a device is rooted in what 

he considers to be the stream of life conversation of the 

common people in different parts of America. On this basis, 

Twain condemns Cooper's The Deers1aler because he believes 

it lacks realistic dialogue. 

Then, too, Twain insists that the writer of a fiction 

should tell his storY' in detail. According to Goold, Twain 

wrote from Nevada (where he was working for the Virginia CitY' 

Territorial Enterprise) that his Sister Pamela would not 

make a good reporter because she did not appreciate the im­
17portance attached to names and persons. In 1877, Twain 

adVised Howells that Ita storY' about a runaway- horse would 

not go well Without the little details of names and places 

and W1 th things left out [WhiCh] are the true life of all 

narrat1ve. n18 Twain, then, as a realistic novelist demands 

of his contemporaries and of future wr1 ters the same standards 

for writing fiction that he would demand for himself in order 

to attain a high standard for his craft. 

Porm in a literary- work for Twain is an individual mat­

ter. It shows nthe author'S mental processes." It is the ex­

terna11zat1on of an author's th1nk1ng. Por Twain, "literary­

form is plainlY' a function of personalitY' rather than of 

17Ib1d., p. 144.
 

18Ib1d.
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n19genre. 

Twain's ideas of observation and experience, the use 

of concrete details and realistic dialogue, the law of pro­

bability, and of the develop.ent of realistic characters are 

reflected in Adventures .2! HuckleberrY!!!m. The relation­

ship of these ideas to the novel stems partially from Mark 

Twain himself and his own experiences as a river pilot on 

the Mississippi River. Twain relies heavily on his own 

personal experiences to supply the content and the form of 

the novel. Bis knowledge of the intimate details of life 

along the Mississippi Biver, of the panoramic vistas and 

scenes along the Mississippi, and of the people and daily 

events aboard a steamboat became the breeding ground for the 

framework and content of the novel, Adventures of HuckleberrY' 

Pinn. 

19Feinstein, p. 162. 



CHAPTER II
 

STRUCTURAL FLAWS IN THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY ~ 

Critics differ in their opinions about the form of 

Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry~. Their differences of 

opinion can be readily categorized into two groups. One 

group criticizes and finds flaws in the story, whereas the 

other group applauds Huckleberry ~ as a masterpiece. 

Leo Marx, Edward Wasiolek, Henry Nash Smith, and William 

O'Connor are among those critics who find serious flaws in 

the structure of this novel. Lauriat Lane, Lionel Trilling, 

T. S. Eliot and Richard P. Adams, on the other hand, praise 

the novel. This chapter is devoted to a discussion of the 

critics finding flaws in Twain's Adventures of Huckleberrz 

Finn and the next chapter will discuss the critics who praise 

the novel. 

Before examining the criticism, one should probably 

consider what a "flawed" novel is. Sudden changes in the 

mood of a story or an abrupt shifting in the tone, style, 

setting, and characters may sometimes create defects which 

critics call "flaws." Usually flaws are more visible toward 

the end of the novel. The author in beginning to write a 



11 

novel may spend more tlme ln overall reVislon of hls manu­

scrlpt ln such a way as to sustaln the contlnulty of the 

plot, character, settlng, and the theme of the story. How­

ever, as a work grows ln slze and complexlty, the author may 

lose slght of the orlglnal ldea of the story with the In­

troductlon of a new character. settlng and SUbplot. As the 

author reaches the deslred end of his stO!7. he slmply may 

not know how to fln1sh lt satlsfactorl1y. He ends the story 

any way he can and thls may create flaws for hls novel. 

,_ Leo Marx crltlclzes the endlng of Huckleberry l!!m.20 

Marx agrees that many lovely, dellghtful and humorous things 

happen ln this novel, and the journey has 81'1 ldeallstlc as­

pect for the boys, yet there ls a defln1te lrregularlty 

whlch the reader can easl1y notlce. He dlsagrees wlth 

Trl11lng and T. S. Ellot ln observing that the endlng of 

Adventures .2! Huckleberry l!m! has a "certaln normal aptness" 

or "It ls rlght that the mood of the end of the book should 

brlng us back to the beglnnlng," lnstead, he belleves that 

the last part of the novel ls the most lrrelevant to It. He 

says that through the words whlch Twaln uses for Huck and 

Jlm throughout thelr adventures, the reader flnds that the 

sto!7 ls not superflclal chl1d's play. It rather portrays 

s "quest for freedom."21 Huck reallzes the slgnlflcance of 

2°Leo Marx, "Mr. Ellot, Mr. Trl11lng, and Huckleberry 
Flnn, II Amerlcan Scholar, XXII (Fall, 19.57), p. 42.5.-

21Ibld•-
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the journey which is Jim's freedom. He knows that without 

it his own freedom would be endangered. One may notice the 

dialogue between Huck and Jim Where Huck thinks the danger 

is threatening both of them. .. Get up and hump yourself Jim t , 

there ain't a minute to lose. They are after usl,,22 Huck 

knows that if Jim is not freed, their journey nll be a 

failure. Yet, even though Jim becomes free at the end, he is 

not liberated by the journey. 

Por Marx, the most obVious defect in the novel is "the 

flimsy contrivance by which Clemens frees J1m.,,2) Marx be­

lieves that Jim'S release should be brought about by a friend, 

not by Miss Watson who caused all the trouble for both Huck 

and Jim. Jim is loyal to Miss watson, but he decides to run 

away when he finds out that she is about to sell him to slave 

traders. Then, there is no longer a cause for his loyalty. 

J1m and Huck do not l1ke M1ss Watson's standard of values. 

Huck and Jim seek the freedom from everything for which Miss 

Watson stands. She is the enemYI it is she who tries to 

teach them the cumbersome task of spelling and praying and 

even keeping clean. 

Marx says that Twain did not attempt to explain what 

caused Miss Watson to shift her feelings towards Jim and, 

22Ibid., p. 426.-
23Ibid.-
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thus, set him free. Her change of heart surprises the 

reader who is use to characters being developed consistently. 

An abrupt change in character, especially at the end of the 

story, tends to upset the mood of the novel. 

Marx calls the rescuing of Jim by Huck and Tom a 

~reposterous monkey business." Marx adm1ts,however, that "the 

careless improvisation, the nonchalant disregard for common­

sense plaus1b111ty--all these things should not surprise the 

readers of Twain or any low comedy in the tradition of 'western 

humor. ,"24 

Marx believes that the ending of Adventures of Huckle­

berry ~ is a "burlesque." He also believes that it is 

"too fanciful, too extravagant and tedious." Marx cites 

the example of catching two dozen snakes or so and subse­

quently letting them escape and calls it a means of provi­

ding a gaudy atmosphere for the escape. 25 

Marx points out another flaw in the novel when he 

contends that Twain made "comic characters" out of Huck and 

Jim. Marx maintains that Huck grows both physically and 

morally during the journey. In the beginning of the novel, 

we see him as a boy of fourteen who plays cops and robbers 

with other children of his age. Gradually, he grows up. 

24
Ibid., p. 427.
 

25Ib1d.
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His character develops. He can jUdge and decide what is 

right and what is wrong. He has sympathy for human beings 

and their struggles. He becomes mature. Man's inhumanity 

to man bothers his conscience, but as soon as Tom appears 

Huck loses all of his good characteristics. He falls under 

the influence of Tom and becomes a toy in his hands. Huck 

becomes Tom's assistant in torturing Jim. Jim's suffering 

is a source of pleasure for Huck and Tom. Huck's transfor­

mation of character makes him a comic charaoter. 26 

L1ke Huck. Jim undergoes some changes in his charac­

ter. He is an "indiVidual" on the raft. He is brave enough 

to admonish Huck when Huck only for a joke throws a rattle­

snake in his bed and Jim is bitten by it. But in the final 

episode he a~ becomes submissive. In spite of his desire 

to object to Huck and Tom's way of freeing him. Jim allows 

them to torture him by throwing rats and snakes into his hut 

for their own amusement. 27 Marx, then, believes that "the 

flimsy devioe of plot, and discordant farcical tone, and the 

disintegration of the major characters" are the cause of the 

failure for the ending.28 

Marx disagrees with T. S. Eliot who argues that "the 

26~., p. 429.
 

27Ib1d., pp. 429-430.
 

28Ib1d., p. 430.
-
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river gives the book its form." He believes that the river 

is the source of "beauty, terror and serentty of mind." It 

also helps provide "food and motion" for the novel. It 

helps Jim and Huck get away from the dangers of civiliza­

tion, but "it can not and does not supply purpose." Marx 

adds that by exaggerating the role of the river within the 

novel, T. S. Eliot neglects the central theme df the novel 

which is the quest for freedom. 29 

To end the novel with the mood of the beginning is 

another flaw which Marx finds in Twain's book. Marx disagrees 

with Lionel Trilling who argues that "some device is needed to 

permit Huck to return to his anonymity, to give up the role 

of hero."JO Marx also opposes T. S. Eliot's contention that 

"it is right that the mood at the end of the book should 

bring us back to that of the beginning."J1 Instead Marx 

believes that to give up the role of hero is a defeat for 

Huck. It is ridiculous to have Huck escape from everything 

and everybody who bothers and annoys him at the beginning and 

then to have him return to them and everything which is the 

cause of his troubles. His happy return is not a victory. 

It is a defeat, a "defeat in the guise of victory."J2 

29 4Ibid., p. J1.
 

30Ibid., p. 433.
 

31Ibid.
 

32Ibid., p. 434.
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Marx says that at the beginning of the novel Huck is 

introduced to the readers as a boy who tries to adapt him­

self to the way in which other boys of st. Petersburg live. 

But later, they find that Huck differs from the other boys, 

there is a rebellious streak in Huck's character. He cannot 

tolerate Tom's fantasies about things such as A-rabs and 

the elephants. He parts from Tom because he does not like 

Tom's "romanticizing of experience." He stays in the mood 

of rebellion, like a hero, till toward the end of the novel. 

But with the re-appearance of Tom, everything changes. Ruck 

submits himself to Tom's harmful, romantic style of rescuing 

Jim. 

Marx also disagrees with Trilling's and Eliot's 

belief that the last chapter gives the book "unity" and 

"symmetry" in structure. Marx says that such "unity is im­

posed upon the novel." It is "meretricious, a 3erry-built 

structure achieved only by sacrifice of oharacters and 

theme."33 Marx adds that in a unified work there is a 

harmony between the "meaning" and the "theme." But there is 

no such thing in Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry ~. 34 

In the opinion of Marx, neither do the river and the 

raft have enough power to fulfill their mission, as a 

thematic and structural device. The river, instead of lead­

33I bid., p. 434.
 

34I bld.
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lng Jlm and Huck to freedom, carries them to "the heart of 

slave terr1tory," and the raft moves only with the "current-­

Southward lnto slave country.,,35 

Finally, Marx suggests that for the ending Twaln 

might have designed a scene in whlch "Jim's fate" as well 

as Huck's was left "1n doubt." In this case, readers 

could assume that "the pr1nc1pals were defeated but alive, 

the quest was unsuccessful but not abandoned." Marx be­

lieves that leaving Huck's and Jim's fate in doubt could 

also make hanony with the "symbols, the characters and the 

theme of the novel.,,36 

The next cr1t1c, Edward Wasiolek, ma1ntains that 

Twa1n's novel, Adventures B! Huckleberry Finn, has the qua11ty 

of make-be11eve in which everything 1s pretended to be real. 

One can eas11y not1ce th1s qua11ty even at the beg1nn1ng of 

the novel where the boys play robbers, stop stagecoaches and 

carr1ages on the road, and k111 people and k1dnap them. De­

v1ces of make-be11eve are also used 1n Huck's escape from h1s 

father when he pretends to be drowned. Was101ek states that 

the qua11ty of make-be11eve 1s the most not1ceable ln the last 

sectlon of the novel where Tom trles to rescue J1m, w1th h1s 

35~., pp. 437-38.
 

36Ibld., p. 439.
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tedious and painful plan. 37 

By comparing the life of the shore with the 11fe on 

the rlver Waslolek shows that life on the rlver ls not 

"predlctable" but "fluld." He also believes that 11fe on 

the r1ver ls real because lt ls "inchoate," but on the shore 

lt ls "stl1l, rlgld and predlctable. It ls movement of real­

lty stllled lnto flexible form. n38 This, according to 

Wasiolek, ls not 11fe, but an lmitatlon of life. By oon­

trasting these two worlds, Waslo1ek concludes that Twaln~ 

novel, the Adventures .2! Huckleberry~. ls "comlc" and at 

the same tlme "pathetic" because Twaln shows "real 11fe 

stl11ed lnto unreal."39 

Waslolek crltlclzes Twaln for such "sharp contrasts" 

ln hls novel because readers tend to pursue them throughout 

the novel, but at the end they find no solutlon for them. 40 

To Wasiolek, the quality of make-belleve which formulates the 

structure of Adventures .2! Huckleberry l!m! ls, on the one 

hand, "harmless" and at the same tlme "cruel and harmful." 

It ls harmless when lt relates to the world of adolescence. 

Such ls Tom's world when he lives ln a boy'S world. What 

37Edward Wasiolek, "The Structure of Make-Belleve. 
Huckleberrl Finn," Universlty of Kansas City Review, XXIV 
(Wlnter, 195~97. 

38Ib1d.-
39Ib1d., p. 98. 

40Ibld •-
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he does 1s "enterta1nlng, rldlculous and harmless," but 

when,hls play-actlng touches the adult world lt creates 

harm and dlsaster. Jlm's "sufferlng" and the "dlsorder of 

the Phelps' household and the woundlng of Tom" are the re­

sults of the contrast between the real world and the world 
41of make-belleve. 

Wasl01ek flnds some slml1arltles between Tom's world 

of make-belleve and the world of the Grangerfords and the 

Shepherdsons. Was101ek belleves that ln both worlds reallty 

ls 19nored. They "are lnd1fferent to real human sltuatlonsl 

both are entranced wlth the rules of thelr play_actlng...42 

The quallty of make-belleve ls v1s1ble 1n Tom's world by the 

lack of real motlvatlon for treelng J1m and ln the Granger­

tords-Shepherdsons lt ls obVious by havlng no motlvatlon for 

thelr feuds. 43 

Flnally, Wasl01ek states that 1n Adventures £f 
Huokleberry ~ Twaln has "drawn perhaps hls most pesslmls­

tlc vlew of man, for he has oreated a world wlth a structure 

ln whioh 11fe ls lnevltably stl11ed lnto unllte--lnto the 

torms of make-belleve." Yet through the structure Twaln 

also has shown us "what 11fe wlthout make-belleve, Without 

41Ib1d ., p. 99.
 

42Ibld.
-
43Ibld. 
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the stilled forms by which men live, could be. n44 

In his article entitled "A Sound Heart and Deformed 

Conscience," Henry Nash Smith admires Twain for using Huck 

as a narrative persona and says that this technique solves 

the difficulties about point of View and style, because in 

Twain'S earlier works the presence of author as an intruder 

in the story was qUite Visible, but in Adventures of Huckle­

berry ~ this problem is not seen anymore. 45 Smith also 

admires Twain for his masterly use of the vernacular, for 

the serious purpose and for "transforming the vernacular 

narrator from a mere persona into a character with human 

depth."46 Smith states that this achievement in technique 

made the navel a masterpiece in American literature; yet, 

it has created a ttnew technical problem,tt because the story 

begins as Buok's and Jim's adventures and their escape from 

home in order to gain their freedom. Later on it moves from 

adventure into ·social satire," and then to the "psyohologi­

cal penetration" of Huck's character in the moral crises 

of Chapter XXXI. But sinoe Huok's effort to help Jim fails, 

Twain turns the story from tragedy to comic resolution. 

44 
~., p. 101. 

45Henry Nash Smith, 
Conscienoe" in Mark Twain. 
p. 83. ---­

"A Sound Heart and a Deformed 
! Colleotion g! Critioal Essays, 

46Ibid • 
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Smith regards these changes a flaw in the novel. 47 

Smith believes that Jim and Huck run away from their 

home because they have no power to fight against forces which 

threaten them. He interprets their action [running away] a 

"vernacular protest" and says that it is "the convention of 

backwoods' humor that the vernacular character be placed in 

a weak Pos1t1on."48 Although Jim is technically free and 

Huck decides to go to a new territory, they are not success­

ful in their efforts because their freedom was given to them 

by such an implausible device that nobody believes 1t.49 

Smith states that from beginning of the novel until 

the end, Twain had difficulty with his story. After he had 

written about fifteen chapters, he put the manuscript aside 

because he could not find anyway in which to finish it. 

For example, when Huck and Jim have to leave Jackson Island 

in a hurry because of the slave hunters, they lose their 

way and reach Cairo, Illinois, instead of Ohio, a free 

state. They want to go back, but they lose their canoe 

while sleeping. Therefore they let the river carry their 

hand-made raft until they get a chance to buy a new canoe 

and get back to where they want to be. From this moment 

Twain realized that he could not free Huck and Jim by the 

47Ib1d., p. 8).
 

48Ib1d., p. 84.
 

49Ib1d., p. 85.
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river so he laid the novel aside temporari1y.50 

In trying to show Twain's dilemma. Smith suggests 

that. after a three year interval. Twain again started Adven­

tures of Huckleberry!!!!!! and tried to finish it. He changed 

the novel from an adventure story to a social satire. He 

intended to find a way to combine the social satire with the 

narrative scheme of Huck's and Jim's journey on the raft. but 

he was not successful because in Chapters XVII and XVIII 

nothing is told about Jim. Apparently. Twain lost sight of 

Jim and Huck and the prupose of their journey on the raft. 51 

Smith contends that Twain introduces the King and the 

Duke in Chapter XIX because he wants to keep Huck and Jim 

floating southward but. because of t~opportunity to 

satirize the stagnated culture of the people who live along 

the Mississippi River. he ignored Huck'S and Jim's main pur­

pose of the journey. Twain gives to both of them a "passive 

role." Although they are "physically present" in the storY'. 

they do nothing. Jim is "hidden with the raft for considera­

ble periods" and Huck is onlY' an "observer." Thus the entire 
52

"meaning of the journey is changed." 

50Ibid •• p. 86.
 

51Ibid •
 

52Ibid.
 



23 

Smith argues that the satirical method which Twain 

uses in his novel prevents him from showing Huck as a per­

son in "his own right." By this method Huck becomes a 

"mask" for Twain, not a:"fully developed character." Twain 

places himself within the character of Huckleberry Finn and 

makes philosophical statements and draws conclusions far be­

yond the capacity of Huck. 53 

Smith contends that Huck and Jimfs story begins as a 

simple flight from physical dangers which threaten them. As 

the story moves forward, it is more involved with emotion 

and feeling than with mere adventure. Huck becomes a complex 

character. His feelings toward Jim gradually change I he 

becomes more humble to him. His "apology" to Jim is "strik­

ing eVldence of growth ln moral inSlght.,,54 In Smith's opln­

lon, changlng the story from adventure to satire shows that 

Twain had difficulties ln finding a way for Huck and Jim to 

contlnue their voyage. After Chapter XVI, Twain shows a 

preoccupation with the lntrlcate development of old and new 

characters Within the novel as opposed to ending the voyage 

of Jlm and Huck. It was this problem which made Twaln put 

the manuscrlpt aslde near Chapoer XVI. In order to solve the 

ensting problem, he lntroduced the Duke and the King lnto 

53Ibld., p. 88.
 

54Ibld., p. 89.
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the story to cover up the weakness of the plot, and to 

"postpone Huck's moral d1lemmas.,,55 

There 1s another problem 1n Chapter XVI which Sm1th 

bel1eves should be solved. He notes that 1n this chapter 

Huck's att1tude toward J1m changes when he real1zes that 

J1m 1s g01ng to be a free man as soon as they reach Ca1ro. 

Huck's 1nner confl1ct 1ncreases when he hears that J1m 1n­

tends to steal h1s ch1ldren 1n order to free them from slav­

ery. When he encounters the slave hunters look1ng for J1m, 

Huck tr1cks them and then rescues J1m. At this p01nt, "we 

are g1ven no deta1ls about how Huck's 1nner conflict was re­

solved. n56 

The ma1n flaw wh1ch Sm1th f1nds 1n Adventures of 

Huckleberrl l1En 1s 1ts sudden changes of tone from Chapter 

XXXI to the end. Sm1th states that after the raft reached 

Arkansas and the Duke and the K1ng were removed from the 

story, Twa1n real1zed the r1ver could not help Huck and J1m 

ga1n the1r freedom, so he turned the story on Tom Sawyer 

and gave up Huck's role to Tom to cover the d1ff1culty wh1ch 

he had encountered. S1nce the journey had a strong "symbol1c 

mean1ng" for Twa1n, he could not real1ze the new techn1cal 

problem wh1ch appeared by us1ng thls dev1ce of sh1ftt~g the 

5'Ib1d., p. 89.-
56~., p. 90. 
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primary role f~om Huck to Tom. To solve the previous pro­

blem, Twain had to leave Huck and Jim and the "image of 

their happiness on the raft" and allocate the entire last 

ten chapters of the book to Tom Sawyer and his nonsense game 

of rescuing Jim and thus acknowledged that the "vernacular 

values embodied in his story were mere figments of imagina­

tion......57 

Smith says that Twain destroyed the raft two times, 

once when it was run over by a steamboat in Chapter XV and 

the second time when he destroyed it "symbolically" by show­

ing that Huck's and Jim's journey was completely "pointless." 

In both circumstances, the raft could be a means to attain 

freedom. 58 

Smith assumes that by two different devices Twain 

tried to cover up the facts that Huck's and Jim's struggle 

for freedom was only a "dream." Changing the identity of 

Huck With Tom was his first attempt and introducing the epi­

sode involving Colonel Sherburn was his next attempt. This 

episode, in spite of its vivid scenes, is irrelevant to the 

story, for the main characters are not involved in the plot. 

Twain seems unconscious that Huck remains only a "spectator" 

in that episode. 59 

57Ibid., p. 95. 

58~. 

59Ibid., p. 97. 
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Another critic who notes flaws in Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn is William Van O'Connor. He states that 

in spite of being praised by two famous contemporary critics, 

Trilling and Eliot, the book has a series of flaws which pre­

vents it from having a high rank in American literature. 

O'Connor believes that "Twain's r'fusal to respect the work 

of art" and his "imperfect sense of tone" are the sources ot 

these flaws. 60 Both the river and the raft are expected to 

be the means of help for Jim and Huck to gain their freedom, 

but the river, which runs southward, conflicts with Jim's 

61northward route to escape. 

O'Connor argues that the picaresque form which Twain 

uses in his novel is a SUitable form for the rapid actions 

and adventures both on the shore and on the river. It also 

gives the book a "unity," "a melodramatic mixture of reality 

and unreality and of comedy and horror.,,62 Many times, how­

ever, Huck by his bits of action, dialogue, and observation 

which are inappropriate for him, breaks this unity. "Melo­

drama" and "claptrap" are two sorts of theatricality which 

O'Connor traces in this novel. 6J 

60
William Van O'Connor, "Why Huckleberry Finn is not
 

the Great Amer1can Novel," College English, XVII--nsctober,
 
1955), p. 6.
 

61Ib1d• 

62.lli,g., p. ? 

6JIbid. 
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The relationship between Huck and his father, the 

shooting of Boggs, and the tar and feathering of the Duke and 

the King were mentioned by O'Connor as melodramatic scenes 

because the reader easily moves from a scene of violence to 

a humorous dialogue. The serious scene where Huck and Jim 

encounter thieves and aurderers begins with a long, humorous 

dialogue starting with the phrase "Was Solomon Wise?" which 

shows its relation to me1odrama. 64 O'Connor says that usual­

ly no problem develops when a scene of Violence combines with 

a comic or humorous scene or reality mixes with unreality, 

but sometimes because of Twain'S "nature of stylization" and 

his "sense of proper distance," the action becomes "gruesome­

ly real." In this case, the general tone of the novel changes, 

and the scene becomes irrelevant to its main purpose, because 

of a theatrical imbalance between reality and unreality or 

the comic and tragic. Huck's telling of the murders in "Why 

Harney Bode Away for his Rat" reflects the same qua1ity.65 

In spite of Huck's apology to Jim in Chapter XV which 

shows a new improvement in Huck's moral character and rela­

tionship with Jim, O~Connor believes that there are some 

parts in this novel in which Twain "loses sight of Huck's 

moral sensitivity." He says that after the raft is run over 

64Ibid., p. 7.
 

6.5Ibid.
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by the steamboat and Huck gets ashore safely, we do not 

hear anything about Jim throughout Chapters XVII and XVIII. 

Huck completely forgets Jiml he never searches for him or 

thinks about him. We are not told why Huck does not search 

for Jim or why he does not grieve about his death. 66 

O'Connor also believes that the King and the Duke's 

performance of Hamlet·s soliloquy create an incongruity in 

the book, because it is hard to believe that the narrator 

Huck should be able to know so much about Shakespeare and 

his soliloquies. Such artlessness spoils the tone of the 

novel. 67 

Although some critics such as Marx, Wasiolek, Smith 

and O'Connor find considerable flaws in the structure of the 

book,Huckleberry~. there are many well-known critics 

who praise the novel both thematically and structurally and 

consider it a masterpiece in American literature. The next 

chapter is devoted to the critical acclaim of Huckleberry 

Finn>as a great piece of literary work.-

66 7 
~•• p•• 

67Ibid., p. 8. 



CHAPTER III 

STRUCTURAL STRENGTHS IN ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN 

Within the debate about the merits of Mark Twain's 

novel Adventures £! Huckleberry~, there is a school of 

thought which holds the novel to be a great example of Amer­

ican literature. The critical acclaim of the novel is based 

not so much on the praise of the physical linguistic struc­

ture of the book, but on the concentration of the innate 

qualities which exist in the characterization and on the 

thematic and moral values which are eVident within the novel. 

The intent of this chapter, then, is to establish the rea­

sons why the Adventures £! Huckleberry ~ is thought to 

be a model of American literature. The critics whose view­

points will be summarized are Lauriat Lane, Lionel Trilling, 

T. S. Eliot, and Richard P. Adams. 

Lauriat Lane considers the Adventures £! Huckleberry 

Finn a masterpiece of American literature for three reasons. 

The first reason is that the book contains the qualities 

which are evident within a "world novel." The second reason 

is the use of a form of epic poetry which helps to give 

scope and structure to the novel. The third reason is 
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that within the usage of epic poetry lies the literary 

device known as the Allegory. 

Iane infers that a "world novel" possesses several 

qualities. First, the novel must have a great impact on 

its reader. It must possess the quality of durability. It 

must be considered a great novel not only because of its im­

portance to the literary world, but because of its "essential 

nature. "68 Huckleberry ~ possesses a quality which is 

present in many "world novels"--the theme of appearance ver­

sus reality. Twain's attempt to reveal truth gives the book 

its thematic structure. 

Iane cites several different illustrations to support 

the argument that truth is central to the book. She points 

out that "the lie of appearance is always far different from 

the truth or reality and to the truly heroic and indiVidual 

conscience no amount of self delusion can ever bridge the gap 

lying betwee~,69 In essence, Lane argues that the character 

of Huckleberry Finn does not succumb to the illusion which 

separates the world of appearance and the world of reality. 

Huck is able to keep his hold on reality and at the same time 

convey that message to his reader. Thus Twain does not ar­

rive at the point of despair because of the continuous 

68Lauriat Lane, "Why Huckleberry Finn is a Great World 
Novel," College English, XVII· (October,-r935), p. 1. 

69Ib1d., p. 2. 
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opposition of appearance and reality, he retains his bal­

ance through the persona Huckleberry Finn. In several of 

his later novels and short stories Twain exhibits a very 

pessimistic view of life in that he feels there is a dis­

parity between the world of appearance and the real world 

and because of this inability to differentiate between them 

he is driven to despair. 

Lane also praises the book for its epic quality. 

An epic poem is one that draws within its structure things, 

scenes, and people which are a part of everyday life of that 

which the epic poem is trying to portray. The epic poem is 

the life, death and breath of people. The scope attained 

by Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is rooted in the device 

and imagery of the river. The river portrays and defines 

all aspects of life and human eXistence from the lower class 

to the higher class, including all of the thoughts, feelings 

and emotions which make up that being which may be called 

"human." Lane maintains that Huck and Jim are epic char­

actersl 

He knows the river and how to deal with it, and 
he knows mankind and how to deal wi th it. And 
he has the supreme American Virtue of never be­
ing at a loss for words. In fact, Huck, though 
he still keeps some of the innocence and naivete 
of youth, has much in common With one of the great­
est of epic heroes, Odysseus, the practical man. 
Jim also has some of the qualities of an epic hero. 
He has strength and courage, and he possesses the 
supreme Virtue of epic poetry, loyalty. It is 
part of Twain's irony that in Huck and Jim we have, 
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in one sense, the two halves of an epic hero. 
In Huck, the skill and canniness; in Jim, the 
strength and simple 10yalty.70 

Lane observes that although the novel is a representa­

tion of an epic poem, the poetic aspect is found within the 

very essence of this book. The poetical aspects of the book 

help to develop the tone and provide a transitional point 

between periods of major action within the novel. Lane 

feels that by the use of the jargon and dialects of the 

western frontier, Twain's suyle of writing is not far re­

moved from those qualities which are eVident within the 

traditional form of the epic style. 71 

Lane also believes that the mode of allegory plays an 

important role within the structure of Twain'S novel. She 

defines allegory as "the representation of one thing in the 

form of another ••• a process by which the spiritual is 

embodied in the physical.,,72 Viewed allegorically, certain 

physical actions must also have within them a spiritual na­

ture and have within that action consequences which must af­

fect future actions. Certain allegorical images, such as the 

"journey" are eVident within the novel. For the characters 

of Huck and Jim, there arises a conflict between the world 

of the raft and the world of the shore which represents an 

70Ibid., p. ;. 

71~. 

72Ibid., p. 4-. 
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antagonistic conflict between the spirit and reality. With­

in this framework during the course of the book, it be­

comes increasingly eVident that there is no esoape for 

Huok and Jim as in the episode of the Duke and the Dolphin 

when they make their escape from the town on the shore. Huck 

and Jim are unable to leave the world of reality. In dif­

ferent parts of the novel, Huck and Jim find that their in­

diVidual efforts to escape are equally disappointing. Jim 

is trying to escape from slavery and Huck is trying to run 

away from his father. Lane attributes this supposition to 

the fact that "the symbolic fact of his death acoomplished. 

Huck must find an identity with which he can face the real 

world."7J 

Throughout the novel it is eVident that Ruck as a 

character has continuously undergone a struggle between 

the world of the spirit and the world of reality. He is 

struggling for his own sense of self-identity. In the 

beginning of the novel, Huck is presumed dead by the towns­

people. The events which follow his "death" show this 

struggle for manhood and his escape from himself. Lane 

finishes by saying "and at the end of the story he is about 

to undertake another journey, this time to the west, in search 

7JIbid., p. 5. 
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of further experience and further knowledge. ,,74 

Lionel Trilling, in his review of the Adventures £f 

Huckleberry Finn, posits that the greatness of Twain's novel 

lies in its core which is truth. Truth is defined or ex­

plained in the terms of the character and characterization 

of Huck. It is important to stipulate that truth must be 

reconciled within the framework of opposition, that is, the 

opposition of the standard of truth of the world versus the 

honesty and truth of Huck. Truth is personified in the book 

through the honesty and truth of Huck himself. 

When one looks at the characterization of Huck, it 

would seem on the surface that he represents all the things 

which would be considered bad. Huck is poorly dressed, he 

lies, he cheats, he smokes, he steals, he is ill-educated, 

and he is homeless. Trilling states that beyond all this he 

has a redeeming character. He is concerned about his fellow 

human beings. 

Truth is the whole of a boy's conscious demand 
upon the world of adults. He is likely to be­
lieve that the adult world is in a conspiracy to 
lie to him, and it is this belief, by no means un­
founded, that arouses Tom and Huck and all boys to 
their moral sensitivity, their everlasting con­
cern with justice, which they call fairness. At 
the same time it often makes them skillful and 
profound liars in their own defense, yet they do 
not tell the ultimate lie of adults. they do not 
lie to themselves.'l5 

74 
~., p. 5. 

75Trilling, The L1beral Imagination, p. 108. 
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Trilling also feels that Huck shows an affinity and 

sense of responsibility toward peoPle. 76 Huck on different 

occasions shows by his actions that he is more concerned 

about other people than he is for himself. For example, when 

a circus audience laughs at a drunken man who is trying to 

ride a horse, all that Huck can think about is the sadness 

and danger of the situation for the man. But Huck is not 

sentimental or innocent concerning his relationships with 

other people. 

His fellow men are likely to be dangerous and
 
wicked. He travels incognito, never telling
 
the truth about himself and never twice telling
 
the same lie, for he trusts no one and the lie
 
comforts him even when it is n~necessary.77
 

Another proof of Huck's moral development is that he 

does not have personal pride which might affect his well ­

being. He understands and respects both the rich and the 

poor. He knows what money and power are for, but he seems to 

78be "unaffected by 1t... Trilling states that Huck's life 

is one of moral testing and development. His concern for 

people as opposed to himself makes him a great character to 

prOVide the true moral character and tone of the novel. 

Within the novel, the moral development of Huck is 

76Ib1d., p. 111.
 

77Ib1d., p. 112.
 

78Ibid.
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assisted by the presence and imagery of the river. Trilling 

believes that Huck's "intense moral life may be said to de­

rive from his love of the river. ,,79 Trilling calls the 

river a god. 

the god is benign, a being of long sunny days and 
spacious nights. But like any god, he is also 
dangerous and deceptive. He generates fogs which 
bewild.r, and he conteives echoes and false dis~ 
tances·· whi ch confuse. 0 

Like a god, the river may not judge rightly or wrongly. It 

is good to those people who travel With the current and try 

to fit their habits to the ways of the river and gives trou­

ble to those people who try to go against its current. 

In some ways, Trilling sees a connection between the 

river and human society. He feels the human community form­

ed by Huck and Jim on the river is the composition of human 

society in that Within the character of Jim, Huck has found 

his true father. Therefore, he is not escaping from ciVili­

zation, but he has created it within his own life style on 

the river. 81 

In concluding his article, Trilling focuses on the 

importance of form and style and tries to conclude why the 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a great novel. Trilling 

79Ibid., p. 109. 

80Ibid ., p. 110. 

81Ibid. 
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considers the form and style "almost perfect.,,82 He defends 

the elaborate and clumsy ending by arguing. 

It is a rather mechanical development of an idea,
 
and yet some devioe is needed to permit Huok to
 
return to his anonymity, to give up the role of
 
hero, to fall into the baokground whioh he pre­

fers, for he is modest in all things and could
 
not endure the attention and glamour which attend
 
a hero at a book's end. 8 J
 

The form and style of the novel, Trilling states, follows the 

picaresque novel, or novel of the road, "which strings its 

incidents on the line of the hero's trave1.,,84 

Another oritic who critically acclaims the Adventures 

~ Huckleberry ~ is Andrew Lang, a contemporary of Twain. 

He praises Huckleberry Finn as an historical novel. Within 

the charaoterization of Huck, Twain finds a way to tell the 

story. By using him as a narrator, Twain is able to remain 

neutral to the action taking place. What is realized through 

Huckleberry Finn is a person of originality, of a likeable 

nature, and one who gives to the book a serious tone not oom­

mon in Twain's other works. The true reality of the great­

ness of Twain is shown when one views the struggle of the 

character of Huck in his moral dilemma oonoerning the issue 

of slavery which is shown on a more personal level in his 

82Ibid., p. 116. 

8JIbid. 

84Ibid., p. 117. 
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decision to help Jim escape. 85 

Lang holds that as a descriptive masterpiece, 

no novel has better touches of natural descrip­
tion, the star lit nights on the great river, 
the storms, the whole landscape, the sketches 
of little rotting towns, of the woods, of the 
cotton-fields, are8~1mple, natural, and visible 
to the minds' eye. b 

Though Lang feels that there are certain deficiencies in the 

book, over all "it remains a nearly flawless gem of romance 

and humor ••• the world appreciates it, no doubt, but 

'cultural critics' are probably unaware of its singular 

value. ,,87 

Eliot states that Twain deals primarily with two ele­

ments in Huckleberry~. These elements are the boys and 

the river. Eliot says that these elements give the book its 

right to greatness. Huck as the narrator greatly influences 

the style of the book because the novel and Huck are insepar­

able. The whole of the novel is simply Huck's description of 

time, personalities, places and actions. Huck is "the pas­

sive observer of men and events.,,88 

Secondly the river "gives the book its form." W1th­

85Andrew Lang, "The Art of Mark Twain," in the Adven­
tures of Huckleberry Finn, (Norton Critical Edition), p. 282. 

86Ibid., p. 283. 

87Ib1d. 

88T. S. Eliot, "Introduction to Huckleberry Finn, "
 
in Critics ~ Mark Twain, p. 65. --- ­
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out the river, the novel would have been just different 

chapters of separate events. Thus the river gives the book 

its form and a sense of direction. 89 

Symbolically for Eliot the imagery of the river is 

very strong. The river for him assumes human character­

istics. The mood of the river may change. It may move 

slowly and easily, in the next moment it may move with tre­

mendous violence and force. Not only does the river have its 

own mood, but it also influences the lives of men. 90 

In describing the influence of the river on the lives 

of men, Eliot says that in most modes of travel there are us­

ua11y alternatives in the direction that an indiVidual may 

take in getting to his destination, but when one travels on 

the river he is forced to follow its course. As Eliot 

states. " • • • the river with its strong, swift current is 

the dictator to the raft or to the steamboat. It is a 

treacherous and capricious dictator.,,9 1 

In order to understand the form that the river gives 

to the novel, it is important to know about the relation­

ship between the river and Huckleberry Finn. Huck has an 

operational knOWledge of the river. Huck's love for the 

89Ibid., p. 66.
 

90Ibid.
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river was derived from his knowledge of 1tr that is, know­

ing the currents and eddies, swimming in it, fishing in it 

and travelling in it. The river was a part of Huck's daily 

life. 

He possessed great respect for the river and in what 

it had done for him. In one way the river directs Huck 

and Jim into different situations. But by the same token 

it provides a means of escape for them. In the novel, the 

river is the easiest way for Huck to help Jim escape to free 

territory. Although it did not provide for Huck and Jim a 

way of achieving their freedom physically, it did provide 

the tools, people and opportunity for them to become spiritu­

ally free. Each new adventure in the novel presented a new 

problem which had to be solved. Through the solution of 

these problems, Huck and Jim spiritually grew because they 

had no one but themselves on which they could depend. 92 

Throughout the novel one is very conscious of the 

power and presence of the river. It is the river which 

steers Huck and Jim on their many adventures. It pro­

vides an opportunity to meet different people and also it 

enables Twain to show the pUlse of life along the river. 

As a device, the river provides a means by which Twain is 

able to add color description to the panorama of the 

92Ib1d., p. 66. 
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Southern lifestyle along the river. Therefore, it gives 

life to the novel. The river is the spirit of the novel 

because it gives the novel its flow and direction. The 

river provides a connection for the individual adventures 

which take place within the novel. 93 

The next critic to be considered is Richard P. Adams. 

Adams feels that up until now no formula has been present­

ed which systematically accounts for the greatness of the 

Adventures of Huckleberry ~.94 Adams states that the 

novel is a pattern of "symboliC death and rebirth." Imagery 

gives the novel its themes and form. Reviewing the novel, 

Adams breaks the book down into three parts in which the 

symboliC theme of death and rebirth becomes eVident. The 

first stage of the novel occurs around the village of St. 

Petersburg, with Huck interacting with Widow Douglas and 

his father. The second stage begins when Huck fakes his 

death and escapes. This shows that Huck has withdrawn from 

the life of st. Petersburg and society. There is a pattern 

of withdrawal for Huck each time he leaves the shore and 

returns to the river. The third stage begins when Huck 

enters the Phelps' plantation under a false identity. 

Adams feels this symbolizes his desire to return to c1v11­

93Ib1d., p. 66. 

94R1chard Adams, "The Unity and Coherence of Huckle­
berry!!!!!'!," Tulane Studies in English, VI (1956), p. 87. 
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ization even though he has some reservation about doing 

so.95 

Adams contends that in Huck's growth from a boy to a 

man, he, on three separate occasions, decides to save and 

free Jim from slavery. In Adams' mind, each successive 

decision is more important than the previous one. In mak­

ing this decision as an act of rebellion from society, 

Huck's knowledge increases concerning three important 

points regarding the solution of his moral dilemma. First, 

slavery is eVil, second, the society that depends on or 

fosters slavery is also eVil, and third, the way that cul­

ture conceals its innate eVil from itself and others is 

eVi1.96 

The meaning of the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

in terms of the framework which Adams provides is that the 

themes of death and rebirth are consistently developed 

throughout the novel. As the death and rebirth sequence 

occurs, Huck attains a greater maturity. In Adams' world 

the structure of the novel is defined by the abolishment 

of the thought and feeling of childhood. Each time Huck 

passes a moral crisis, he is a better person because he is 

able to understand his moral situation and thus he is bet­

ter able to deal with it. Adams feels that Twain'S use of 

95Ibid., p. 88.
 

96Ibid., pp. 90-91.
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motive and imagery reinforces the thematic core of the 

novel. This helps to bring unity and coherence by joining 

these individual elements together. From the moral as­

pect of the novel, Adams contends that, 

the total result of these thematic, structured,
 
and symbolic workings is a novel which has a
 
remarkably high degree of consistency, coher­

ence, and unity. Its theme is the growth of an
 
individual personality. Its crisis is the
 
moral decision, repeated three times, to repu­

diate the conventions of society ~nd do the in­

diVidually, humanly right thing.9r
 

In summarizing his argument concerning the novel, 

Adams says that the death-rebirth thematic structure of 

Huckleberry ~ required that Huck escape to the terri ­

tories in the west at the end. Continued death and re­

birth symbolizes his continued development as an individual. 

No other author would have been satisfied to let Huck 

accept the moral values of society and return to it uncrit ­

ically in a happy ending. This would have gone against the 

very character and nature of Huck. 98 

A number of critics, then, praise the structure of 

the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and show why it is a 

masterpiece of American literature. The next chapter will 

support the contention that the Adventures of Huckleberry 

~ has qualities of a great novel because of its sound 

97Ibid.. p. 103.
 

98Ibid., p. 102.
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structure and its thematic treatment of social satire and 

different moral themes through the development and inter­

action of the different characters presented within the 

novel. 



CHAPTER IV 

ARE-EVALUATION 

In trying to analyze the importance of the Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn, Chapters II and III have summarized 

the arguments set forth by critics who either criticize the 

novel or praise it because of its great place in American 

literature. The purpose of this thesis has been to weigh 

the arguments by these critics and to arrive at my own con­

clusions concerning the Adventures of Huckleberrl Finn and 

its place in American literature. Central to the develop­

ment of this thesis is the supposition that the major themes 

Within the novel playa major part in shaping the novel. 

The major themes, such as the quest for freedom, the satiri­

cal treatment of life along the shore, and the moral and 

spiritual development of the main character, Huckleberry 

Finn, help unify the book. Furthermore, other elements 

important to the novel such as character development, sym­

bolism, and style join together to help formulate the struc­

ture, the content, and the purpose of the novel. 

In t~y1ng to evaluate the merits of Huckleberry ~, 

it is essential to consider the public audience for whom 
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Twain was writing. The American public had an appetite for 

trying to understand what was happening in their daily 

lives. They usually wanted to know about scenes and places 

apart from where they lived. When the book was pUblished, 

the excitement of the west and its roughness was slowly 

coming to a close. They were keenly aware of their history 

and their heritage. The American public romanticized their 

past but yearned for the true to life character of writing 

which Twain displayed. These are part of the influences 

with which Twain had to deal as he wrote the Adventures 'of 

Huckleberry ~. 

Furthermore, Twain did not consider himself to be 

primarily an author but a humorist who would necessarily 

concentrate more on the substance of a book rather than on 

the structure of the novel. As a humorist Twain would only 

use the details and other descriptive devices that would be 

needed to tell the story. One of the great arguments con­

cerning the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the lack of 

continuity--how certain characters are used in the book and 

then forgotten--which seemingly would be a flaw in structure. 

ObViously Twain only used what he considered necessary to 

tell a story and was not too worried about form. The book 

reads just like a day in a person's life, one experiences 

things and sees people who will never reappear. The book is 

a series of adventures. 
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In the beginning of the story, Huckleberry Finn is 

portrayed as a boy who seems to be confined by society and 

civilization. He enjoys the life of living on the river and 

has a mind and soul which seem to draw him towards adven­

ture. A series of adventures such as living on the raft, 

passing Cairo in the night, being separated from Jim, ob­

serving the Grangerford-Shepherdson feud, meeting the King 

and the Duke, witnessing the killing of Boggs, and living 

on the Phelps' farm, help dramatize the moral development 

of the main character, Huck, and develop the satire upon the 

culture of the South. 

Huck matures through the process of crisis. When­

ever there is a crisis, a decision must be made. Through 

thts:process and through each decision that is made, Huck 

reaches a higher level of maturity or a greater insight and 

understanding of his situation. Three times Huck is forced 

to make a decision concerning Jim. The first time occurs 

when he finds out that Jim is a slave and he decides to 

continue the journey with a runaway slave because he is so 

lonesome. He cannot anticipate the problems he may encoun­

ter later. 

The second time is when Jim and Huck approach Cairo 

and Huck realizes that Jim is going to be free pretty soon. 

Huck becomes frightened when he learns that Jim is going to 

steal his own children. He is in a dilemma whether or not 
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to turn Jim over to his owner. Huck regards Jim as the 

property of someone which he is helping steal. In the con­

flict with his conscience, Huck decides that he is not able 

to give Jim up to his owner and so he decides to help Jim 

escape. He is beginning to break away from his soc1ety­

oriented consc1ence. 

Part of Huck's moral development relates to his 

apology to Jim for fooling him about a dream. From this 

point, Huck realizes that a slave as much as a white person 

has feelings and can love his family. Huck grows and be­

comes morally mature through the novel. The boy who once 

threw a snake into Jim's hut for his own entertainment now 

becomes more sensitive about the fate and the life of other 

people. He feels pity even for the Duke and the King being 

tarred and feathered. The murder of Boggs and the Granger­

ford-ShepherdsonB' feud make him sick. He sees no joke in 

the scene where the drunken man rides on the speeding horse. 

Each of these scenes is good eVidence for showing Huck's 

moral maturation. Huck finally learns to be responsible. 

When he decides to help Jim escape and get his freedom back, 

he gains "the dignity and nobility of which mankind is cap­

able. "99 

The third crisis occurs in Chapter XXXI when Huck 

99Robert A. Wiggins, ~ !!ain Jackleg Novelist, p. 
61. 
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goes through an agonizing struggle to decide whether or not 

he should help Jim escape from the Phelps' plantation. In 

his mind he considers every reason why he SDu1d let Jim 

go with slave traders. At first he argues that it would be 

better for Jim to be a slave with his family but then Huck 

thinks of the rumors and the stories which there would be 

about him and how he had run away With a slave. Huck final­

ly decides that he would rather go to hell than let Jim be 

a slave. His decision is based more upon his new experi­

ences and awareness about slaves and slavery. Through ex­

periencing a series of different events, he realizes the 

meaning of freedom, the brutality of the slave traders and 

slavery, and the absurdity of civilization. As a result of 

this awareness and experience he decides to help with the 

escape of Jim. 

Another point of Huck's character development is 

reached with the re-introduction of Tom Sawyer into the 

story. At the end of the book, Tom re-enters to try to 

find a way to release Jim. All during this time, Tom 

fantasizes about the wonderful ways in which he will save 

Jim. The problem is resolved when it is found that Miss 

watson has set Jim free in her Will. Tom had always played 

the role of leader and Huck was the follower. It was hard 

for Huck to break this tie with Tom. At the end of the 

story, Huck does finally break all ties when he heads out 
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for the new territory in the West. This marks another high 

level of development in Huck's character. At this point he 

has reached a level of maturity in which he makes his own 

decision concerning his life style and the way in which he 

wished to live. 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is also a satire 

against Southern culture and society and those institutions 

which support it. Southern society and its culture were 

economically and socially based and dependent upon slavery 

for their survival. Although the civil war had ended fif­

teen years before the book was published, the feeling on the 

issue of slavery was still unsettled in this country, so any 

effort on Twain's part to expose the South and the institu­

tion of slavery was a courageous act. Through the intro­

duction of different characters such as Huck, Jim, Miss 

watson, the Duke and the King, Colonel Sherburn, Boggs, and 

the Grangerfords and Shepherdsons, Twain is able to satirize 

the Southern culture and Southern society which supported 

slavery. 

In the Grangerford-Shepherdsons' feud, Huck talks 

about the cruelty of human beings to each other. In this 

episode, Twain satirizes the Aristocratic culture of the 

South. The most ugly and horrifying side of this culture 

is given in the episode concerning the killing of Boggs by 

Colonel Sherburn, a typical man of aristocracy. Twain 
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attacks it and reveals the brutality and inhumanity of such 

a culture. The episode concerning the King and the Duke is 

another example of Twain's satire against Southern society 

and culture. At the camp meeting, the King pretends that 

he is a terrible sinner and lies to the people about being 

a pirate for thirty years. The people take up an offering 

for the King and he walks off with the money. This scene 

shows both the exploitation of some people and the gulli­

bility of some other people. Another satire eVident in the 

novel is where the King and the Duke decide to put on 

Shakespeare's play Hamlet. Twain is satirizing the im­

portance of a name and how people respond to the name with­

out knowing much about its content. Because of this, the 

King and the Duke are able to carry off a frontier version 

of Shakespeare without anyone in the audience catching on. 

The killing of Boggs by Colonel Sherburn and his con­

fronting the mob is a realistic type of satire on people. 

In the beginning, Colonel is shown as the most hated in­

dividual in the town because he killed an innocent harmless 

person, but in the transformation of a group of people in­

to a mob, the mob becomes more hated than Colonel Sherburn 

because it takes on the same characteristics which had been 

attributed to the Colonel. 

Since the Adventures of Huckleberry ~ is a 

satire on the South and its CUlture, each character por­
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trays a role which symbolizes a part of that culture or the 

struggle to break free from it. This helps the purpose of 

the book which is an overall condemnation of slavery. 

The character of Huck symbolizes several things. 

First of all, he represents the characteristics of the west­

ern frontier and an individual who has a desire for adven­

tures. Secondly, through his pro~ess of character develop­

ment, Huck represents those who can liberate themselves 

from the conventions of society. Jim symbolizes slavery 

and the bonds that it places upon man. The Shepherdson­

Grangerford families illustrate and symbolize the shallow­

ness of Southern aristocracy in the way they fought each 

other, having much respect for honor but little respect and 

sensitivity for another human being. They represent the 

brutality of man under the veneer of civilization. Emme­

line Grangerford was the typical woman of aristocracy who 

was completely involved with all of the elements of civili­

zation such as poetry, painting, good diction, fine clothes 

and good manners but she had no feeling and understanding 

for what went on in the world outside of her door. The King 

and the Duke represent the type of man within society who 

will take advantage of anyone in any situation. 

The simplicity of Twain's style in this book is one 

of the elements of its greatness. In the context of style, 

imagery is most important in providing vitality and 
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structure to the novel. Twain's use of imagery is simple. 

yet helps present a colorful picture. The reader is given 

the feeling. the breath. and the life of what is happening. 

For example. consider Huck's description of the Phelps' 

farm in Chapter XXXII. where he says the Phelps' farmyard 

is "mostly bare and smooth. like an old hat with the nap 

rubbed off." Here the imagery effectively describes the 

physical environment and also establishes a sense of mood 

about it. Twain also uses imagery to describe his characters. 

About his father. Huck says. "You could see his eyes shin­

ing like he was behind vines." Instead of writing a phrase 

"his father had sharp. piercing eyes" Twain establishes mood 

by the effective use of imagery. Huck's description of 

Colonel Sherburn in Chapter XXII is also very effective. 

"Then pretty soon Sherburn sort of laughed, not the pleasant 

kind but the kind that makes you feel like when you are eat­

ing bread that's got sand in it." Again. instead of saying 

"Colonel Sherburn had a bitter laugh." Twain creates an exact 

feeling of mood. For Twain. style is a tool which gives 

the novel a unified structure and purpose. 

Related to the style, there is the "highly collo­

quial flavor of Twain's prose.,,100 Twain was interested in 

the spoken language. He was master of dialect. Each charac­

100Ibid•• p. 58. 
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ter speaks his own dialect. According to Goold, the Adven­

tures of Huckleberry ~ contains "four different Mississip­

pi River dialects. ,,101 The prose in this book has rhythms, 

and "the rhythms are dependent primarily upon parallelism-­

parallelism of sentences as well as of elements within the 

sentence. He regulates tempo by varying the length of the 

elements and the complexity of the parallelism itself.,,102 

In doing so, he "not only effects a difference in tempo 

between dialogue and narrative but a difference within the 

10Jnarrative itself ... Gerber, in his discussion on the style 

and point of view in Huckleberry Finn, suggests George May­

berry in the dialect analysis of the book has discovered 

that in Huck's description of the circus 

the sentence rhythm is adapted to the gait of
 
the horse and the activities of the performers.
 
The sentence elements first come in twos, then
 
threes, then there is a quick acceleration to
 
a cli~x followed by a drop to a spondaic end­

ing. 10Lj.
 

Twain in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn made a "music 

of words which is beautifully sustained and modulated to the 

101Goold, p. 147.
 

102Helmut E. Gerber, "Style and Point of View" in
 
~ckleberry~ and His Critics, p. 41J. 

10JIbid. 

104Ibid. 
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very end.,, 105 He has oreated a 

new literary style ••• whioh is oapable of 
extreme oonventionalization. It is literary 
beoause it is sustained beyond the span of spo­
ken language to meet the requirement of a long 
story and beoause it is oonsoious1y adapted to 
the purpose of a novel whioh even those oritios 
who objeoted to the oono1uding part of the book, 
where Tom Sawyer takes over, on the ground that 
this makes a disunity, admit it to be in the main 
a masterpiece of literary form. But it is also 
literary because, unlike ordinary spoken lan­
guage, it is always oonsoious of the tradition­
al Eng1ish--notab1y of the Bible and Shake­
speare--from whioh it is departing. 106 

The Adventures ~ Huck1eberry~, then, combines 

a number of literary elements to form a masterpiece, Al­

though it is part of the oritio's job to analyze the novel 

by breaking it down into those elementary factors which 

establish the greatness or the failure of a novel, it must 

be taken as a whole entity in order to understand the over­

all impact of the novel on its readers. A number of e1e­

ments suoh as the transformation of its main oharaoter, 

the development of moral themes, the use of satire, and 

the effective literary style combine to provide unity, 

structure, and purpose for a great piece of American liter­

ature, the Adventures ~ Huok1eberry ~. 

l05Richard Chase, "Mark Twain and the Novel," in 
Huckleberry ~~~ Critics, p. 401. 

106Ibid., p. 402. 
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