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are still with vs. Those apocryphal Twain-
isms just won't go away. Despite the fact
that neither “Huck honey™ nor “Nigger Jim"™
ever appears in Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn, both phrases continue to circulate.
Scholars may tear out their hair over it but
Mailer, Ellison and others collected in The
Mark Twain Anthology keep the phrases
alive.

“Is he dead?” is almost a refrain in Twain's
writing, the equivalent of being “sold down
the river” in Pudd'nhead Wilson (1894), his
novel of black and white twin babies
exchanged in the cradle, neither saved from
the fatality of master-slave birth. We find var-
iants of “Is he dead?” throughout Twain. The
“pilgrims” in Innocents Abroad (1869) con-
tinually ask their native guides telling local
histories, “Is he dead?” and, on hearing
“yes”, lose all interest in the subject. Tom
Sawyer stages his death and gets to attend his
own funeral. The play Is He Dead? echoes Is
Shakespeare Dead? (1909), in which Twain
maintains that Shakespeare was a false claim-
ant to the bard’s legacy. (Erica Jong says in
her introduction that this was really about
Twain's own claims to immortality.) And
then there is Twain's famous line (variously
circulated): “the reports of my death are
greatly exaggerated”, As we return to and
repeat his words, it is a joint venture in which
back to life, again and again.

That there are so many rumours of a death
foretold and so many Twainian
may seem not 1o augur well for a unified,
global interpretation and presentation of his
life and writing, especially since many of the
interpretations are exclusive of others. More-
over, it is always risky to ry to account for
the greamess of a “great man". One critical
approach, obvious 1o anyone looking at the
works under review here, is to shy away from
the iconic texts, not to say the icon himself,
and to concentrate instead on the so-called
minor or lesser works as a way of rethinking
the divide in Mark Twain studies between the
personal and literary successes of his early
and middle age and the later “failures”. It is a
division that is still largely (erroneously,
unfairly and inexplicably) assumed in
academia and is popularly purveyed (by the
Ken Bums documentary of 2001, among
others). To speak of Twain's career in terms
of the fate of humour, as James Cox did so
movingly and persuasively in 1966, is not
wrong. But the biographical dominance of
man does a terrible disservice: it sanitizes
and neutralizes Mark Twain, freezing him in
an interminable moment. He becomes a
reduced to one great wart: a death mask, not
only farcical but also tragic.

So let us agree not to force Mark Twain
just yet into the procrustean bed of the tragic
bumorist: the much-visited grave of our
national icon. We should let him live where
he belongs — not among the icons or the tar-
gets, the jesters and the sad old men = but in
the ranks of the historians whose histories are
unfinished, provisional, open to change, and
who insist on the responsibility of actors in
the present to act on behalf of the past which
they have yet to redeem. Early or late, canoni-
cal or maverick, undiscovered or rediscov-
ered, Twain is the writer of our histories,
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