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conditional mood. Other Hundiscovered, re­
discovered and celebnued writingsH (to use 
the title of the Jumping Frogs series) pub­
lished during the heyday of !he 1980s 
included further adventures of those irrq=I:s­
ible boys in the Mark Twain Libruy editions 
of Tom Smtryu Abrood and Tom 

Then in 2003, the three-iOCt p)a.y 
Is He Dead? as Number 1 of the 
Jumping Frogs series. '"finally available 10 
!he wide audience Mark. Twain wished it to 
reachH, whicb was produ.ed on Broadway, 
di=ted by Michael Blakemore, in ZOOS. II 
may come as no surpri.se !hal the play raises 
comic questions about fame. greed and the 
value of an; il concerns the painler Jean­
Fnnyois Millel, wbo, as an impovaished 
artist in Barbimn, France, with the hdp ofbis 
coIJeagues stages his death in order 10 inc=e 
the value of his paintings. Twain wrote the 
play in Viama in [898, a few years after be 
had completed a round-the-world lecture tour 
10 IttOOp his bankrupt flllllllOe:S. (He mol 
bankrupt ill pan because his lavish Gilded Age 
lifestyle. including a HarttiJro mansion com­
plete will! every new gadget and in¥tlltion 
possible. proved 10 be difficult 10 sustain 
througb the equally speculative 
busill¢SS of writing.) If Twain 's TIKISl enduring 
invention was hlmself, as so many readers 
have intuited. i1 entailed a lifelong depeDdencc 
on Ih3t identity. along with the M!d 10 OUtrUn 

his own PJlential obsolescence. Mark Twain 
would never QUtjivt his fame as long 8$ be 
could keep mfiscovcring and updating !he 
image that made biro famous. 

A cenlennial also thrives 011 discoveries, 
evcn as it en::ues doubts about its enduring 
Mncwncss-. A good deal of attention was 
paid 10 !be word Mdiscovery" in 1992, the 
quinct;nlc!Ull)' of Cluistopher Colwubus's 
voyagc 10 the New World. In 1894, Twain 
himselfhad weighed in with an entry writ!al 
for "Pudd'ohcad Wilson's Calendar", daled 
"Oo;[obc=r 12, The Discovery, It was wooder· 
fullO find America. but il would have been 

more wonderful to miss iC. Bod! anniversa· 
ries. the SOOth Columbiad and this lOOlb 
CODlmentOr.ltion of Marl; Twain 's death (as 
well of course as !he 115th aonivm.aryofbis 
birth and !be 125th of Huck Finn), are case 
snrdics of !he many ways in which attemptS 
to publicly acknowledge hisIorical events can 
become complicaled. Af\el' 1992, Columbus 
no longer "discovered" America but rather 

or conquered the Americas. A$ 

for Twain, DOW a trusled benchnw!c of both 
American popular culture and xademic 
scholarsbip, he is aptly ch.aracierized as 
-Nu=;1ro Mark Twain-, our Mark Twain. by 
JOS4! Manf, the Cuban poet and patriot. 
whose shan essay, wuing eloquenl on 
ConlU'cticul Ya;nku, 3jIpCan in 1M Mark 
Twain Amholog)'. Martrs -nuestro- $OIInds 
the right plural DIJ/l: fOT Twain who, like the 
Whitmanian poel of "Son& of MyselF, sings. 
-I am large, I conlain multilUdes-. 

In Twain'5 =. howcver, liter.try critics 
often continllC 10 resist the unruly American 
mUltiplicity. oITering illSlead 
siofl3l portraits of "my Mark Twain- lIIat 

out the conlnldictions and sing one 
The subfield of biogmphical criticism, 

for obvious reasons particularly dominant in 
Twain 5tudic:5, likes a slicc-of.life approach, 

. stUdying in det3i1 one facet of Twain's 
career. In part this is bce3use we rue lllC!cy 

10 have full.sCaJe biographical 
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"Tom Sawyu 1Vbite'l'ashing a fence" by Worth 8n'hm (1910) rrom an edition of 
TIlt! Advlnwrn of Tom 

studies of greal scnsitivity and insight (Jw;tin 
Kaplan's Mr. oNl Mark Twain, 
196(;, lias never been equalled for economy, 
clegance of argument and critical empathy), 
One resull is the Ia!!:c number or works on 
the "late Mark Twain". !he wpposed sad, 
eocentric and lecherous white-haired and 
white-suiled old IIWI, with a school of young 
girls he caJJed his "Angel.Fish" trailing in 
bis wake. Hamlin Hill's Mark Twain: Gad's 
1001 (197.3) is !he fll'St and besl of the "final­
days" works, a humane and thoughtful assess­
ment of !he diffu:ult circumstances of the 
author's personal life, balanced against the 
output - outpouring, some would say - of 
writing during this lasl period. Even such 
enjoyable and measured lreatments as Laura 
Sk.andcra Trombley's Marl.: Twoin's Orkr 
WOl1lOll: hi4den slary of his jinoJ ytlan 
(201D), which deals with the relatiooship of 
the author 10 Isabel Lyon. his St.CJCtaxy and 
housekeeper during his las!: decade. was 
headlined in the lm Mgt/tiS TUJlts MM3rl;: 

Twain's last ranI is pUI inlo penpective-. 
Neither Peler Memol nor Harold K. Bush, 
Jr subscribes 10 that Mark Twain. but 
their books Iypify the narrowed, single-lens 
approach 10 the life and writing. Mark 
TtI,a;". Grrd Malt Fri .. rr.dship; The TwiclKn 
Hawtlll$ lind Rot .. rs friendships (288pp, 

Uni'-cn:ity Press, £32.50 (US 
$49.95).9780195391169) worts from the 
presnmption that a cultural hislory of malc 
friendship in nineteeQth-cenlury America 
can be deduced from Twain's relationships 
with friends. Whilc the connections 
10 the -1arxer social order" atld -larger social 
dynamic:" an: as Messent says, 
the status of Mark Twain as 3 biogntphical 
subject and a case srudy for literary history 
is a fascinating and aspect of 
!his biographical study. Like Messcol's book, 
which seems !KImetimes 10 be in flight from 
its own biograpbical grounds, Harold K 
Bush's Mo.rk TI<--.wr and Ih .. SpirifWll Crisis 
of Iris A.g .. (34Opp. Univet$ity of Alabama 
fuss. $47.50; distribuled in the UK by 

Eurospan. £39.50. 978 0 8173 1.53g 2) 
approaches Twaic as a litmus lest for "his 

with the implied equals sign of the 
as the tell-tale symptom of a 

lecuous bisloricallink. (Evcrychaptcr title in 
the book uses a version of the formula. includ­
ing MMarl; Twsin', "Mark Twain's 
Wifc", "Mark Twain's Civil War', and 
finally "Mark Twain's Grief'.) The coottibu· 
tion of Bush's book is to bave =vew:I a 
neglected aspect of Twain's persona. his 
faith, his religious values, his view of theolog­
ical issues - in shan his spiriruality, regis­
tered the and cultural 
ttaditiODS of nioeteentb-century cvangeLical 
Protestantism on which be drew. 

Whal is missing in the Twain biographical 
imperative is a historical consc::iousncss, a 
tIx:ofy of history itself, Where in all of these 
"undiscovered, rediscovered and celebrated 
writings- can find the elements that made 
Mark Twain important; his engagement with 
history and wjlb language? Of the major 
US authon of !he late nineteenth cecUlty, 
none is more identified with the SUllggle 10 
claim the national memory of than 
Mart Twain. Huckltlb.-r7), Finn represents 
his masterpiece; il is a slil l conuovC!Siai 
experiment. taking on the vemacuJar voices 
(and bad grammars) of the South. black 
and whitc. PMdd'nllead Wilson. his so.cal.Jed 
"fJawccf' text, is a deteclivc !lOvel SCI in the 
pre-E.rtJ.;mcipation South. and IUs lJ';).\-cl narra­
tiVc:5. ranging from the early aUlobiographi_ 
cal Innocents Abroad 10 the late Following 
thtl £qualor. 10 lhe: time-travelling COnMCli. 

CIft YQllku, aU imerweave the COOlCltts of 
3!lCienl and modem empires, historical 
mythic. with the !e)l;ts of US slavery, At the 
same time we have to account for Mark 
Twain's anomnJous plIO!: as (lIlr most 
-American" of writers; the national icon who 
spent so much time abroad. in intematiooal 
travel and thc celebrity woo 

more than a few unpopular 
POSIUOI'\S., the author of Huckkberry Filltl, 
in the critic Jonathan Alae's Ierms.. our idol 
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and target. Not least of the 
is Twain's famous 
(sylllp1Ontatic, DC even 
neJ;US of historical 

1 ou1come of history . 
The inventor of a literary 

unfinished histories for the 
have imagined a ideal 
than the "great writers" 
FISher FlShkin's Marl.: 1'w<WI 
Gnill writers on his lift and 
Libntry of America compendium 
wrilers from around the 

of going back to its 
ing in fresh 
Anthclogy reprints the i 
known writerS 10 the Oxford 
(edited by Fisher Ftshkin) and 

triburious by wrilCfS 
Argentina and cl 

should not ClIOpctC 10 find. 
the Chinese view of Twain, or 
but rather some idiosyncratic 
prising takes on his work. Lao 
in Beijing commemorating the 
versa!')' of Twain's death in '"N._ 
us that the: atlti-impcrialist 
of the 'Donar Empire'" ! 

wouldn' t have been any 

kept her diary in Chinese" half-page extraCt from this 
many of rhese short . 

Leslie 

was written in occasion, wbell 
under siege in scbools 
MaiJer pretends that the book, by a 

young American working in 
usc of all the great 

from Hemingway 10 Joseph Hena, 
claims thaI reading the book makt:s him 
fcUow author feel -rompelitive, }. 
finally Cltcited". Seemingly sidestq1ping!he 
controvetSy created by Huck Finn, Mail« 
stepped right inlO thc l1lcial homct's oCsI:' . 
..... ith his phrase JimH

, whicb fishk:io ' 
n()(CS was used by Hemingway, Ralph 
Ellison and others but neva by Mario. Twa:in. 
Afric:an American parents woo in 1984 wete 

worried about the lQding aloud by teaChers 
and srudCQts in classrooms of the wotd "nig­
ger", whicb is used many times in the novel, 
would $Utely nO( be coinfaned. Bom "Nigger 
Jim" an4 "Hock: OOney" (the title of FJedlcr's 
wooderful essay of 1948 on fun and Huck) 
Conrimwi on pat .. 7 



Cctu~from PQ~ j 
are sUll wilh us. n-e lpoo:typhaI Twain' 
isms jM won' l JO IWly. Oespile !be fla 
Iba1 Dcither '"H1ICk hooey'" _ ~Ni&&er Jim~ 

eYe!" appem in AihvntllfU of HtdltNrry 
rUllI, botb pbnuef; oonlilwe 10 c:m:ulne.. 
ScboIm may ICIf CUI Ihcir hair over il bin 
MIiler, Ellisoa and odJer, c:olleaed ill 1M 
JlIVt T-u. AII~ keep 1M phrac:s .. ~ 

"Is be: dcadr is IlItlO$l I tdtain in T'wIin's 
writioJ, me: cqWYIItnt of bcina '"sold down 
dJt; river'" in PIiItld 'NJnJd W"u- (1194). his 
llOYd of bbc:k and while !Win babies 
acblllged ill !he: c:rIdJc, IIdIbet lived from 
Ibc:faWil)'ofmasler-siavebCnh. W ... fitId yu­
WllI 01 "Is hi'. deJdr IhrouJbouI Twain. ThO'. 
"pi1grims~ in lMOCtnU Abroad (1869) con· 
tinually ask their native JUides !tllma local 
hi$1orieJ, ~ls II ... delId?" and. on hcari.na 
"ye$H, 10$"- all inlercsl in !he lubjccl Tom 
Sawyer watS his~th and aets to Ittend his 
own funcnl. The play Is Ht Dtod? ec:llOCs II 
Shnkuptlm IHlJlil (1909). in which Twain 
mainl4inllhal Sblktspcare wu . flll$e claim­
lilt 10 the: bard's legacy. (Erica Jona lays in 
her iotroductioa th.1 lhis .".u IUlly about 
Twain's own c:hums 10 imnIoIuIity.) And 
!hen there is TwaiD'l funous l ine (~'Iriou1Iy 
c:imIJated): "'Ihc rtpOfU of my death are 
gJUlly al~. As we I!:(um 10 IIId 
~ hi$ -m. il is • joilll ven~ in which 
we, author and rmdm; qetbtJ, brina him 
bad: 10 life. apia and qaia. 

That chcre are 10 maay IUITICWI of • deIlh 
foretold aDd 10 many Twalnilll pc:noDI5 
IDlY sttIII IlOl 10 .up wen for • Wlificd. 
pabal illterpmMioa and ~ 01 his 
life and vtritinz, C$p:'tbJIy 5&Ic:e mIIIy of the: 
interpeatio!a 1Ri aclusive of ocbm. M~ 
over, il is ai'nY' rW:y aD try 10 KCOUnI for 
!be ~ of. -pullIIIII~. One critical 
~ obYious to lllyoDC lootin,lI the 
-worts under review bin. is 10 shy away &oro 
!be ionnie IQlI, IIOf 10 say Ihc ieoa himsdl, 
aDd 10 tIJIIClmll'l.le iaslClld 011 the so-called 
minor or Ic:sser worts IS a w.y of rethinkina 
Ihc divide in MarkTwain studies between Ihc 
persona.Illld lileral)' succ:es.ses of hi. carly 
and middle age and !he later "fallurc.s". ie is a 
division that is still large ly (c:mmeously, 
unfairly and inexpJic:ably) a"umed in 
academia and is popularly purveyed (by the 
Km Burns documentary of 2001. amana 
0Ibcn). To speak of Twain'. t:Il1lIlI" in lemu 
of the (are 01 hUlllOW', Q James Co~ did $(I 

llIOVingly aod pmuasivc:Jy in 1966. is nee 
1I'fOIIg. Bue Ibe bioppbicaI dominanc:e of 
abe COUI1 jcsta' become 1M!, wbite-haired. old 
man does a ~ disservioc: it POitiza 
and ftClllI'Ilizes Matt Twain. frt:ezin, him iIt 
III inlenninabk IJIOIlIaIl. He btccIn:Es a 
natioDaI icon willi bis vwioa£ impafec:tioos 
mhIocd 10 one &rCIl watt: • dcalb maL DOl: 

only farcical but also traPc-
So Ia. us a~ IlOl 10 forte Mart Twain 

ju$I: yet into Ibe ~ bed ollJle uqic: 
bumorist: the mudt-visittd pve of our 
IIItionaI ic:oa. We should Itl him live where 
be: belonp _ ftOI. amonalhe iconl or the lIf· 
gtU, !he: jc5Iers and the SId old !TIm - but in 
rhc ranks of the historians whose bistoriu are 
unfinished, prnvi5ional, open co clwlJc. and 
who insi$i on the RlSponsibiHty of ...:-tors in 
till'. pn::5Cn1 10 K I 011 behalf of !he pili which 
they have yet to ~m. Early or lale. c:anoni, 
ttl or mavcric:k, ondisc:ovcred or ~sc:ov, 
cred. Twain is the wriler of our hisloriet. 

TLS JUNE 4 2010 


	Twain_2
	Twain1
	Twain3

