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The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the only one of Mark Twain’s various books which can 
be called a masterpiece. I do not suggest that it is his only book of permanent interest; but it is 
the only one in which his genius is completely realized, and the only one which creates its own 
category. There are pages in Tom Sawyer and in Life on the Mississippi which are, within their 
limits, as good as anything with which one can compare them in Huckleberry Finn; and in other 
books there are drolleries just as good of their kind. But when we find one book by a prolific 
author which is very much superior to all the rest, we look for the peculiar accident or concourse 
of accidents which made that book possible. In the writing of Huckleberry Finn Mark Twain had 
two elements which, when treated with his sensibility and his experience, formed a great book: 
these two are the Boy and the River. 

Huckleberry Finn is, no doubt, a book which boys enjoy. I cannot speak from memory: I suspect 
that a fear on the part of my parents lest I should acquire a premature taste for tobacco, and 
perhaps other habits of the hero of the story, kept the book out of my way. But Huckleberry Finn 
does not fall into the category of juvenile fiction. The opinion of my parents that it was a book 
unsuitable for boys left me, for most of my life, under the impression that it was a book suitable 
only for boys. Therefore it was only a few years ago that I read for the first time, and in that 
order, Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. 

Tom Sawyer did not prepare me for what I was to find its sequel to be. Tom Sawyer seems to me 
to be a boys’ book, and a very good one. The River and the Boy make their appearance in it; the 
narrative is good; and there is also a very good picture of society in a small mid-Western river 
town (for St. Petersburg is more Western than Southern) a hundred years ago. But the point of 
view of the narrator is that of an adult observing a boy. And Tom is the ordinary boy, though of 
quicker wits, and livelier imagination, than most. Tom is, I suppose, very much the boy that 
Mark Twain had been: he is remembered and described as he seemed to his elders, rather than 
created. Huck Finn, on the other hand, is the boy that Mark Twain still was, at the time of writing 
his adventures. We look at Tom as the smiling adult does: Huck we do not look at—we see the 
world through his eyes. The two boys are not merely different types; they were brought into 
existence by different processes. Hence in the second book their roles are altered. In the first 
book Huck is merely the humble friend—almost a variant of the traditional valet of comedy; and 
we see him as he is seen by the conventional respectable society to which Tom belongs, and of 
which, we feel sure, Tom will one day become an eminently respectable and conventional 
member. In the second book their nominal relationship remains the same; but here it is Tom who 
has the secondary role. The author was probably not conscious of this, when he wrote the first 
two chapters: Huckleberry Finn is not the kind of story in which the author knows, from the 
beginning, what is going to happen. Tom then disappears from our view; and when he returns, he 
has only two functions. The first is to provide a foil for Huck. Huck’s persisting admiration for 



Tom only exhibits more clearly to our eyes the unique qualities of the former and the 
commonplaceness of the latter. Tom has the imagination of a lively boy who has read a good 
deal of romantic fiction: he might, of course, become a writer—he might become Mark Twain. 
Or rather, he might become the more commonplace aspect of Mark Twain. Huck has not 
imagination, in the sense in which Tom has it: he has, instead, vision. He sees the real world; and 
he does not judge it—he allows it to judge itself. 

Tom Sawyer is an orphan. But he has his aunt; he has, as we learn later, other relatives; and he 
has the environment into which he fits. He is wholly a social being. When there is a secret band 
to be formed, it is Tom who organizes it and prescribes the rules. Huck Finn is alone: there is no 
more solitary character in fiction. The fact that he has a father only emphasizes his loneliness; 
and he views his father with a terrifying detachment. So we come to see Huck himself in the end 
as one of the permanent symbolic figures of fiction; not unworthy to take a place with Ulysses, 
Faust, Don Quixote, Don Juan, Hamlet and other great discoveries that man has made about 
himself. 

It would seem that Mark Twain was a man who—perhaps like most of us—never became in all 
respects mature. We might even say that the adult side of him was boyish, and that only the boy 
in him, that was Huck Finn, was adult. As Tom Sawyer grew up, he wanted success and applause 
(Tom himself always needs an audience). He wanted prosperity, a happy domestic life of a 
conventional kind, universal approval, and fame. All of these things he obtained. As Huck Finn 
he was indifferent to all these things; and being composite of the two, Mark Twain both strove 
for them, and resented their violation of his integrity. Hence he became the humorist and even 
clown: with his gifts, a certain way to success, for everyone could enjoy his writings without the 
slightest feeling of discomfort, self-consciousness or selfcriticism. And hence, on the other hand, 
his pessimism and misanthropy. To be a misanthrope is to be in some way divided; or it is a sign 
of an uneasy conscience. The pessimism which Mark Twain discharged into The Man That 
Corrupted Hadleyburg and What is Man? springs less from observation of society, than from his 
hatred of himself for allowing society to tempt and corrupt him and give him what he wanted. 
There is no wisdom in it. But all this personal problem has been diligently examined by Mr. Van 
Wyck Brooks; and it is not Mark Twain, but Huckleberry Finn, that is the subject of this 
introduction. 

You cannot say that Huck himself is either a humorist or a misanthrope. He is the impassive 
observer: he does not interfere, and, as I have said, he does not judge. Many of the episodes that 
occur on the voyage down the river, after he is joined by the Duke and the King (whose fancies 
about themselves are akin to the kind of fancy that Tom Sawyer enjoys) are in themselves 
farcical; and if it were not for the presence of Huck as the reporter of them, they would be no 
more than farce. But, seen through the eyes of Huck, there is a deep human pathos in these 
scoundrels. On the other hand, the story of the feud between the Grangerfords and the 
Shepherdsons is a masterpiece in itself: yet Mark Twain could not have written it so, with that 
economy and restraint, with just the right details and no more, and leaving to the reader to make 
his own moral reflections, unless he had been writing in the person of Huck. And the style of the 
book, which is the style of Huck, is what makes it a far more convincing indictment of slavery 
than the sensationalist propaganda of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Huck is passive and impassive, 
apparently always the victim of events; and yet, in his acceptance of his world and of what it 



does to him and others, he is more powerful than his world, because he is more aware than any 
other person in it. 

Repeated readings of the book only confirm and deepen one’s admiration of the consistency and 
perfect adaptation of the writing. This is a style which at the period, whether in America or in 
England, was an innovation, a new discovery in the English language. Other authors had 
achieved natural speech in relation to particular characters—Scott with characters talking 
Lowland Scots, Dickens with cockneys: but no one else had kept it up through the whole of a 
book. Thackeray’s Yellowplush, impressive as he is, is an obvious artifice in comparison. In 
Huckleberry Finn there is no exaggeration of grammar or spelling or speech, there is no sentence 
or phrase to destroy the illusion that these are Huck’s own words. It is not only in the way in 
which he tells his story, but in the details he remembers, that Huck is true to himself. There is, 
for instance, the description of the Grangerford interior as Huck sees it on his arrival; there is the 
list of the objects which Huck and Jim salvaged from the derelict house: 

We got an old tin lantern, and a butcher-knife without any handle, and a bran-new Barlow knife 
worth two bits in any store, and a lot of tallow candles, and a tin candlestick, and a gourd, and a 
tin cup, and a ratty old bedquilt off the bed, and a reticule with needles and pins and beeswax and 
buttons and thread and all such truck in it, and a hatchet and some nails, and a fish-line as thick 
as my little finger, with some monstrous hooks on it, and a roll of buckskin, and a leather dog-
collar, and a horseshoe, and some vials of medicine that didn’t have no label on them; and just as 
we was leaving I found a tolerable good curry-comb, and Jim he found a ratty old fiddle-bow, 
and a wooden leg. The straps was broke off of it, but barring that, it was a good enough leg, 
though it was too long for me and not long enough for Jim, and we couldn’t find the other one, 
though we hunted around. And so, take it all round, we made a good haul. 

This is the sort of list that a boy reader should pore over with delight; but the paragraph performs 
other functions of which the boy reader would be unaware. It provides the right counterpoise to 
the horror of the wrecked house and the corpse; it has a grim precision which tells the reader all 
he needs to know about the way of life of the human derelicts who had used the house; and 
(especially the wooden leg, and the fruitless search for its mate) reminds us at the right moment 
of the kinship of mind and the sympathy between the boy outcast from society and the negro 
fugitive from the injustice of society. 

Huck in fact would be incomplete without Jim, who is almost as notable a creation as Huck 
himself. Huck is the passive observer of men and events, Jim the submissive sufferer from them; 
and they are equal in dignity. There is no passage in which their relationship is brought out more 
clearly than the conclusion of the chapter in which, after the two have become separated in the 
fog, Huck in the canoe and Jim on the raft, Huck, in his impulse of boyish mischief, persuades 
Jim for a time that the latter had dreamt the whole episode. 

‘... my heart wuz mos’ broke bekase you wuz los’, en I didn’ k’yer no mo’ what become er me 
en de raf ’. En when I wake up ’en fine you back agin’, all safe en soun’, de tears come en I 
could a got down on my knees en kiss’ yo’ foot, I’s so thankful. En all you wuz thinkin’ ’bout 
wuz how you could make a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie. Dat truck dah is trash; en trash is what 
people is dat puts dirt on de head er dey fren’s en makes ’em ashamed.’ ... It was fifteen minutes 



before I could work myself up to go and humble myself to a nigger—but I done it, and I warn’t 
ever sorry for it afterwards, neither. 

This passage has been quoted before; and if I quote it again, it is because I wish to elicit from it 
one meaning that is, I think, usually overlooked. What is obvious in it is the pathos and dignity 
of Jim, and this is moving enough; but what I find still more disturbing, and still more unusual in 
literature, is the pathos and dignity of the boy, when reminded so humbly and humiliatingly, that 
his position in the world is not that of other boys, entitled from time to time to a practical joke; 
but that he must bear, and bear alone, the responsibility of a man. 

It is Huck who gives the book style. The River gives the book its form. But for the River, the 
book might be only a sequence of adventures with a happy ending. A river, a very big and 
powerful river, is the only natural force that can wholly determine the course of human 
peregrination. At sea, the wanderer may sail or be carried by winds and currents in one direction 
or another; a change of wind or tide may determine fortune. In the prairie, the direction of 
movement is more or less at the choice of the caravan; among mountains there will often be an 
alternative, a guess at the most likely pass. But the river with its strong, swift current is the 
dictator to the raft or to the steamboat. It is a treacherous and capricious dictator. At one season, 
it may move sluggishly in a channel so narrow that, encountering it for the first time at that point, 
one can hardly believe that it has travelled already for hundreds of miles, and has yet many 
hundreds of miles to go; at another season, it may obliterate the low Illinois shore to a horizon of 
water, while in its bed it runs with a speed such that no man or beast can survive in it. At such 
times, it carries down human bodies, cattle and houses. At least twice, at St. Louis, the western 
and the eastern shores have been separated by the fall of bridges, until the designer of the great 
Eads Bridge devised a structure which could resist the floods. In my own childhood, it was not 
unusual for the spring freshet to interrupt railway travel; and then the traveller to the East had to 
take steamboat from the levee up to Alton, at a higher level on the Illinois shore, before he could 
begin his rail journey. The river is never wholly chartable; it changes its pace, it shifts its 
channel, unaccountably; it may suddenly efface a sandbar, and throw up another bar where 
before was navigable water. 

It is the River that controls the voyage of Huck and Jim; that will not let them land at Cairo, 
where Jim could have reached freedom; it is the River that separates them and deposits Huck for 
a time in the Grangerford household; the River that re-unites them, and then compels upon them 
the unwelcome company of the King and the Duke. Recurrently we are reminded of its presence 
and its power. 

When I woke up, I didn’t know where I was for a minute. I set up and looked around, a little 
scared. Then I remembered. The river looked miles and miles across. The moon was so bright I 
could a counted the drift-logs that went a-slipping along, black and still, hundreds of yards out 
from shore. Everything was dead quiet, and it looked late, and smelt late. You know what I 
mean— I don’t know the words to put it in. 
 
It was kind of solemn, drifting down the big still river, laying on our backs looking up at the 
stars, and we didn’t ever feel like talking loud, and it warn’t often that we laughed, only a little 
kind of a low chuckle. We had mighty good weather as a general thing, and nothing ever 



happened to us at all, that night, nor the next, nor the next. 
 
Every night we passed towns, some of them away up on black hillsides, nothing but just a shiny 
bed of lights, not a house could you see. The fifth night we passed St. Louis, and it was like the 
whole world lit up. In St. Petersburg they used to say there was twenty or thirty thousand people 
in St. Louis, but I never believed it till I see that wonderful spread of lights at two o’clock that 
still night. There warn’t a sound there; everybody was asleep. 

We come to understand the River by seeing it through the eyes of the Boy; but the Boy is also 
the spirit of the River. Huckleberry Finn, like other great works of imagination, can give to every 
reader whatever he is capable of taking from it. On the most superficial level of observation, 
Huck is convincing as a boy. On the same level, the picture of social life on the shores of the 
Mississippi a hundred years ago is, I feel sure, accurate. On any level, Mark Twain makes you 
see the River, as it is and was and always will be, more clearly than the author of any other 
description of a river known to me. But you do not merely see the River, you do not merely 
become acquainted with it through the senses: you experience the River. Mark Twain, in his later 
years of success and fame, referred to his early life as a steamboat pilot as the happiest he had 
known. With all allowance for the illusions of age, we can agree that those years were the years 
in which he was most fully alive. Certainly, but for his having practised that calling, earned his 
living by that profession, he would never have gained the understanding which his genius for 
expression communicates in this book. In the pilot’s daily struggle with the River, in the 
satisfaction of activity, in the constant attention to the River’s unpredictable vagaries, his 
consciousness was fully occupied, and he absorbed knowledge of which, as an artist, he later 
made use. There are, perhaps, only two ways in which a writer can acquire the understanding of 
environment which he can later turn to account: by having spent his childhood in that 
environment—that is, living in it at a period of life in which one experiences much more than 
one is aware of; and by having had to struggle for a livelihood in that environment—a livelihood 
bearing no direct relation to any intention of writing about it, of using it as literary material. Most 
of Joseph Conrad’s understanding came to him in the latter way. Mark Twain knew the 
Mississippi in both ways: he had spent his childhood on its banks; and he had earned his living 
matching his wits against its currents. Thus the River makes the book a great book. As with 
Conrad, we are continually reminded of the power and terror, of Nature, and the isolation and 
feebleness of Man. Conrad remains always the European observer of the tropics, the white man’s 
eye contemplating the Congo and its black gods. But Mark Twain is a native, and the River God 
is his God. It is as a native that he accepts the River God, and it is the subjection of Man that 
gives to Man his dignity. For without some kind of God, Man is not even very interesting. 

Readers sometimes deplore the fact that the story descends to the level of Tom Sawyer from the 
moment that Tom himself re-appears. Such readers protest that the escapades invented by Tom, 
in the attempted “rescue” of Jim, are only a tedious development of themes with which we were 
already too familiar—even while admitting that the escapades themselves are very amusing, and 
some of the incidental observations memorable.1 But it is right that the mood of the end of the 
book should bring us back to that of the beginning. Or, if this was not the right ending for the 
book, what ending would have been right? 



In Huckleberry Finn Mark Twain wrote a much greater book than he could have known he was 
writing. Perhaps all great works of art mean much more than the author could have been aware 
of meaning: certainly, Huckleberry Finn is the one book of Mark Twain’s which, as a whole, has 
this unconsciousness. So what seems to be the rightness, of reverting at the end of the book to the 
mood of Tom Sawyer, was perhaps unconscious art. For Huckleberry Finn, neither a tragic nor a 
happy ending would be suitable. No worldly success or social satisfaction, no domestic 
consummation would be worthy of him; a tragic end also would reduce him to the level of those 
whom we pity. Huck Finn must come from nowhere and be bound for nowhere. His is not the 
independence of the typical or symbolic “American Pioneer, but the independence of the 
vagabond. His existence questions the values of America as much as the values of Europe; he is 
as much an affront to the “pioneer spirit” as he is to “business enterprise”; he is in a state of 
nature as detached as the state of the saint. In a busy world, he represents the loafer; in an 
acquisitive and competitive world, he insists on living from hand to mouth. He could not be 
exhibited in any amorous encounters or engagements, in any of the juvenile affections which are 
appropriate to Tom Sawyer. He belongs neither to the Sunday School nor to the Reformatory. He 
has no beginning and no end. Hence, he can only disappear; and his disappearance can only be 
accomplished by bringing forward another performer to obscure the disappearance in a cloud of 
whimsicalities. 

Like Huckleberry Finn, the River itself has no beginning or end. In its beginning, it is not yet the 
River; in its end, it is no longer the River. What we call its headwaters is only a selection from 
among the innumerable sources which flow together to compose it. At what point in its course 
does the Mississippi become what the Mississippi means? It is both one and many; it is the 
Mississippi of this book only after its union with the Big Muddy— the Missouri; it derives some 
of its character from the Ohio, the Tennessee and other confluents. And at the end it merely 
disappears among its deltas: it is no longer there, but it is still where it was, hundreds of miles to 
the North. The River cannot tolerate any design, to a story which is its story, that might interfere 
with its dominance. Things must merely happen, here and there, to the people who live along its 
shores or who commit themselves to its current. And it is as impossible for Huck as for the River 
to have a beginning or end— a career. So the book has the right, the only possible concluding 
sentence. I do not think that any book ever written ends more certainly with the right words; 

But I reckon I got to light out for the Territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally she’s going 
to adopt me and civilize me, and I can’t, stand it. I been there before. 
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