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There was a time, now long forgotten, when Mark Twain was frankly regarded as a 

failure. Van Wyck Brooks, the literary historian, became famous in the nineteen-

twenties with a book, "The Ordeal of Mark Twain," arguing that Twain, despite 

outsized gifts, had produced a stunted body of work: a great novel (or at least two-

thirds of one) in "Huck Finn," one good book for boys in "Tom Sawyer," a couple 

of chapters of memoir in "Life on the Mississippi," and not much else worth 

keeping. There was "Innocents Abroad" and "Roughing It," baggy and relentlessly 

facetious, and a couple of one-joke productions that are notable mostly for their 

titles, "A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court" and "The Prince and the 

Pauper," and whose sturdy high concepts--New England inventor time-travels to 

Camelot; rich and poor look-alikes change identities--can't save their stodgy 

execution. Brooks put the blame for Twain's failure to develop on the thinness of 

American life, its cult of worldly success, its hearty insistence on conformity, and 

its--odd note now--"woman-centered" cult of literature. (Twain's prissy wife, 

Olivia, comes in for a lot of scolding, too.) Where France could make a Hugo and 

Britain a Dickens, America trapped its writers in a grim oscillation between 

gentility and regular-guydom, and Twain was a victim of both. 

No one thinks this way anymore, as the enormous publicity that has attended the 

new edition of the "Autobiography of Mark Twain: Volume 1" (California; $34.95) 

shows. Books about Twain appear frequently, and from big commercial presses, 

even when their particular subjects--Twain's old-age semi-romantic involvement 

with an assistant, say, described at length in "Mark Twain's Other Woman: The 

Hidden Story of His Final Years," by Laura Skandera Trombley (Knopf; $27.95)--

might seem minute. Usually when a writer's reputation increases long after his 

death it's because people now like something in his work that they once didn't. But 

what Brooks thought great in 1920 is what's thought to be great now. Twain is still 

the Twain of "Huck" and "Life on the Mississippi," and, while various suppressed 

manuscripts have come out--notably the semi-obscene "Letters from the Earth," 

published in 1962--they tell not so much about Twain's inner life, the secret 

workings of his heart and conscience, as about his lower life, the inner pressings of 

his genitals and bowels. 

What has changed in our own climate to make Twain look bigger? Partly, it's that 

the one very good book now seems so very good a book that it would be mean-

spirited to ask for too many more books like it. Hemingway's assertion that all 

modern American literature comes from "Huck" seems even more nearly true now 



than when he said it, back in the nineteen-thirties. Twain's belief that plain 

American speech, the dumb American demotic, was an instrument flexible and rich 

enough for a major moral literature is one that--while it just remotely touched 

Hemingway's own stylized simplicity--inspired writers as unlike as Salinger and 

Toni Morrison. And then we are always kinder to "partial" achievements in the 

long run of history than we are in the lifetime of the artist, when we keep wanting 

more. We judge an artist in his lifetime by batting average; afterward, only by 

home runs. 

And Twain's image still burns bright. In part, this is due to Hal Holbrook, the great 

actor whose one-man show "Mark Twain Tonight!" has kept Twain's manner alive 

for more than fifty years. But the manner was, to a large degree, the man: as his 

close friend William Dean Howells testified, in his memoir "My Mark Twain," 

Twain was a performer first of all, who spent most of his adult life onstage playing 

the part of Mark Twain. Twain is sometimes called America's first literary 

celebrity, but his America had no shortage of famous writers. Lowell, Longfellow, 

Howells himself were literary celebrities, their names and faces known to 

everyone. Twain was a celebrity full stop, the first of an enduring American type: 

the show-biz genius, the standup who can't sit down. 

In no area were Twain's gifts as a show man more evident than in his memoirs. In a 

memorable episode in "Huck Finn," the rapscallion Duke and Dauphin--two 

backwoods fraudsters posing as European aristocrats--decide, after a failed go at 

pseudo-Shakespeare in a small town, to hype another performance, advertised as 

titillating ("Women and Children Not Admitted") and called "The Royal 

Nonesuch": it turns out to be only the Dauphin, painted in rainbow-colored stripes 

and crawling around onstage. The furious audience members laugh, then become 

outraged, and are about to lynch the pair when someone points out that if they do 

they'll be known forever as dupes; wait a night and they can see their fellow-

townspeople swindled, too. 

Well, Twain's autobiography--mostly written and dictated haphazardly toward the 

end of his life--is the "Royal Nonesuch" of American literature. If not exactly a 

deliberate swindle, it is an endlessly repeated put-on, a shaggy-dog story without a 

punch line, and, like the original "Nonesuch," it keeps getting replayed for 

credulous new generations. Although it has been insinuated that this new version is 

the first publication of a manuscript somehow suppressed since Twain's death, the 

"Autobiography" has been edited and published three times before. Only about five 

per cent of the new volume, prepared with immense diligence by Harriet Elinor 

Smith, is new; perhaps subsequent volumes will surprise, but this one reads about 

the same as the versions we've already seen. Basically, it's a reshuffling of the 

same deck of dictated and written fragments and pieces published in the last 

decades of Twain's life (slightly altered here by Twain's revising hand and 

ostensibly in his intended order), padded out with bits of letters and unfinished and 

only vaguely related manuscripts (a long piece on Joan of Arc, for instance, which 



reproduces Twain's extensive crossings out). A book that had been a disjointed and 

largely baffling bore emerges now as a disjointed and largely baffling bore. 

This is a fault not of the editors but of Twain's conception and, it must be said, of 

his dictated prose, which is slack and anti-rhythmic. Scarcely a single sentence in 

the whole thousand pages stands out to be admired. People who write by ear, as 

Twain did, are often really writing by eye; the variations in sentence length and 

syllable count, which give the effect of speech, depend on seeing the sentences set 

down. Left to our own devices, we all speak sentences of around the same length 

and style. (If a real Huck Finn had been pressed to dictate his adventures, they 

would have sounded ponderous and stiffly self-conscious--listen to prisoners in 

documentaries--and nothing like "Huck Finn.") 

Some of the problem can be traced to Twain's purpose, which shifted over time. 

When he started working seriously on the autobiography, in 1906, he insisted that 

he was going to write the first totally honest autobiography. But caginess, or self-

consciousness, quickly set in, and he wrote to Howells that "an autobiography is 

the truest of all books: for while it inevitably consists mainly of extinctions of the 

truth, shirkings of the truth, partial revealments of the truth, with hardly an instance 

of plain straight truth, the remorseless truth is there, between the lines." What was 

to have been, briefly, life as it is became an endless squirt of squid ink, with the 

creature making his getaway under its cover. 

Having given up on candor, Twain invested his literary hopes for the book in its 

structureless structure: it would be the first book to have incidents set down out of 

order, not as they happened to the boy and the man but as they occur now to the 

remembering writer. No doubt, someone will insist that, in his taste for short, 

pointless fragments, he is really a brave pioneer of blogging, or that the fragmented 

narrative reflects the broken system of nineteenth-century capitalism or something. 

In truth, the aging writer, as aging writers will, convinced himself that the path of 

least resistance was actually the arc of greatest audacity. Producing a real memoir 

demanded more concentrated energy than Twain possessed by the first decade of 

this century, so he rambled on and persuaded himself that rambling was brave, and 

he settled scores and rattled out celebrity stories, and told himself that they were a 

new form of writing. What we get is long, aimless passages that try to whip some 

minimal facetiousness out of utterly banal matter: "Eight years ago (in 1895), I 

arrived from Europe and went straight to Elmira N.Y. In the bath-tub, that evening, 

(May 26), I found a round, flat pink spot on the outside of my port thigh, the size 

of a dime. The next morning we moved up on the East Hill, and called up a doctor 

(Theron Wales), from below and he said it was an incipient carbuncle. He began to 

treat it." One expects this to develop into something, but, aside from some stage 

jokes about doctors' fees, it dwindles away: the carbuncle, it turns out, healed itself. 

The book is filled with such incipient carbuncles. 



So the last place to go for news of Mark Twain, or an understanding of Sam 

Clemens, as he was born, is his own memoir. Where to, then? There may be no 

shortage of new books, but there is a shortage of new news. Jerome Loving's 

"Mark Twain: The Adventures of Samuel L. Clemens" (California; $21.95) is 

among the most recent runs at Twain, and bids fair, as they used to say, to be a 

standard life. But it arrives only a few years after Ron Powers's fine and very well-

written Twain biography, which was only a few years after Fred Kaplan's, which 

replaced Justin Kaplan's. Although Loving insists that his is the first "critical 

biography," it's not clear how it is in ways that Powers's and the two Kaplans' 

books weren't. Meanwhile, there's Michael Shelden's "Mark Twain: Man in White" 

(Random House; $30), from earlier this year, which tells a more limited story, of 

Twain's last years. It turns out that Twain had a lot more juice and vinegar left than 

you might think--the white suit was a late invention, created to make a stir at a 

Library of Congress meeting on copyright law--but he didn't write much that 

lasted. 

Maybe no one biography can add much to the basic lines of the story, which Twain 

put down himself, most unforgettably, in "Life on the Mississippi" and "Roughing 

It." Though he was always an actor, he was never a bullshit artist; most of what he 

says happened to him did. Born in 1835 in the tiny town of Florida, Missouri, he 

grew up in nearby Hannibal, which he fixed in the world's imagination. Hannibal 

was something of a boom town, where the first statewide railroad was founded in 

the office of his father, a justice of the peace. He was Tom Sawyer through and 

through--in the sense that Tom was a self-portrait of his boyhood, and also in the 

sense that his life was one of conventional ambition accented by sideways glances 

at more disruptive ways of living. 

The most famous and disruptive of these was his time as an apprentice and then a 

licensed steamboat pilot on the Mississippi. It was a period that lasted just four 

years, from 1857 until 1861. But, for all the subsequent digging and revising that 

has gone on, Twain's account of his training in "Life on the Mississippi" does seem 

an accurate rendition of how it really was. Having dreamed throughout his 

boyhood of being a steamboat pilot, a profession that was to his day and time what 

being a rock musician is to ours, he got a captain to take him on as an apprentice, 

and then found that he was good at the essentially intellectual work. 

Steamboat piloting, as Twain explains so well, was really an effort of memory-

muscle and sang-froid. The river was a broad, if winding, line, but its depth 

changed, radically and unexpectedly, all the time, and the risk of beaching the boat 

was always huge. You had to learn the river the way you learn a book, and then 

count on your confidence in what you had learned to see you through. The captain 

would have the leadsmen call out false depth soundings in order to confuse his 

young apprentice; it was the apprentice's job to trust only his mental map, his inner 

voice. It was in these soundings, too, that Clemens found his pen name: 

"Mark Twain" meant that the river was, at that point, twelve feet deep. It was as if 



a boy with a guitar had gone on the road with the Grateful Dead and found himself, 

a year in, playing lead guitar. Even if it lasted for only six concerts, you could 

build your life on it. The river idyll ended, abruptly, with the coming of the war 

and the Union blockade. At the time, it broke Twain's heart, but it probably helped 

make his career: it gave him a subject permanently lost, instead of just fading. 

The joy of accomplishment can still be sensed, in memory, in every sentence of 

"Life on the Mississippi." Something terrible did happen while he was on the river-

-his brother was fatally burned in a steamboat accident--and it is the due thing to 

say that this was the serpent, the reminder of mortality. But life doesn't work that 

way. Twain was happier then than he would ever be again--vigilantly absorbed in a 

visibly meaningful task, doing something that matters and that everyone can see 

matters. Every writer should be lucky enough to have a time this good to count on 

and draw on, and know that it will remain the best circumstance for his sentences. 

("Huck" comes right out of the same material; it's pretty much all river, and pretty 

much all the river travel he knew he knew in those years.) The river gave Twain a 

sense of space, which breathed in his best work. He never tells tall tales. He tells 

long tales, spacious threads of specifics strung together by "and"s. 

After a comic two-week interlude in a uniquely inept Confederate militia, Twain 

left for the West. Though Hannibal claims him, and he passed his grownup life in 

New York and Connecticut, he, like many another American performer, found 

himself, and his role, in California. He lived there for two years, from 1864 to 

1866. In San Francisco, he got a job as a newspaperman; found a mentor in the 

local writer Bret Harte (he had already found a model in the drunk but inspired 

humorist Artemus Ward); and wrote his first famous piece, "Jim Smiley and His 

Jumping Frog." And it was in the theatres of San Francisco that he began to win a 

reputation as a performer. 

Even then, the peculiar note of California--the ease of an ever-temperate climate--

was identifiable, and it penetrates his writing of the period. ("The thermometer 

stands at about seventy degrees the year round," he is quoted as saying, in Roy 

Morris, Jr.,'s "Lighting Out for the Territory," a fine new study of those years, 

published by Simon & Schuster; $26. "It is no colder, and no warmer, in the one 

month than the other.") That new note, that found voice, was, to use our word, 

mellow. What distinguishes the "Jumping Frog" story from all the other funny 

stories of the time is not that it seems to us funny (it doesn't) but that its narrator 

seems so relaxed. His secret is sardonic understatement. He has a silly story to tell 

about a frog-jumping competition, and about one man's plan to hobble the frog by 

feeding him shotgun pellets, but, where the Civil War humorists were jumpy, 

scattered, and hotly hyperbolic, selling their stories hard, Twain eases into his as 

though he had all the time in the world to tell it, and an audience leaning back to 

listen. 



That was his manner onstage, too. Instead of approaching the footlights and 

"holding" the crowd, he gave the impression of having wandered into the theatre 

by mistake; he'd draw a breath and pull on his cigar, and then turn, puzzled, to his 

listeners. "He would look up, appear startled to see his audience, and then start 

talking," Powers writes. Twain's first successful lectures, in 1866, were about a trip 

to Hawaii, then still called the Sandwich Islands. The lectures were what we would 

now call "standup"--they contained jokes, not geology--and included the first 

uniquely Twain sentence: "At noon I observed a bevy of nude native young ladies 

bathing in the sea, and went and sat down on their clothes to keep them from being 

stolen." That's a George Burns line; it takes a confident performer to know that if 

he waits on it they'll laugh. 

Almost all famous nineteenth-century writers performed, eventually; Twain had 

his first date with his wife at a Dickens performance in New York in 1867. But 

almost all of them, even the hammy ones, like Dickens, made a reputation as a 

writer before they hit the boards. Twain found himself as a performer. On stages 

up and down the Western boom towns in the eighteen-sixties, from Washoe City to 

Silver City and Gold Hill and Carson, he became Mark Twain. Twain was the 

sound of a new America: it wasn't backwoods humor, and it wasn't city-slicker 

humor; it was frontier-town humor, the jokes of a guy who doesn't live in the big 

town but knows everything that goes on in a bordello, the wise guy from over the 

back fence. "The most consummate public performer I ever saw" was Howells's 

judgment, though he added that Twain could play only one part, himself. It isn't too 

much to say that he had an actor's temperament, too, more than a writer's. The 

laziness for which he berated himself again and again was only a reluctance to 

closet himself off with pen and paper. He needed an audience immediately at hand, 

which may be one reason that he later turned to dictation. 

He began "Huck Finn" at the height of his fame, in 1876, some six years after his 

hypergamous marriage to Olivia Langdon, a classy New York girl. He put the 

manuscript aside for half a decade, came back to it reluctantly, worked hard on it 

for two years, and published it at last, in 1884. It is the most personal of Twain's 

books, in several ways. What people forget is that Huck is a celebrity at the 

beginning of the book--that he is rich and famous, in the small world that is the 

only one he knows. (That's what drags Pap back to see him, and what sets him off 

on his river-raft trip.) It's a story of escape in several senses: from slavery, 

civilization, celebrity. 

And though it's set in the eighteen-forties, its mood is that of the seventies, with a 

sense that, the great struggle having been won, the big corruption had started. 

There is a key moment of American literature in Henry Adams's "Education," 

when Adams waits to hear the names of those in Grant's first cabinet; they turn out 

to be nothing but mediocrities and hacks, and Adams looks away in disgust, toward 

Europe and the past. Twain's eye, disgusted by the Gilded Age, sought gold in old 

Missouri. 



Yet the moral intelligence of "Huck Finn" can hardly be overpraised. The character 

of Jim, in particular, the runaway slave, who is Huck's only companion, is 

beautifully subtle. Jim is certainly meant to be funny--he's a man without any 

education--but he's also meant to be shrewd; he sees through the Duke and 

Dauphin almost before Huck does. ("Huck, dese kings o' ourn is regular 

rapscallions; dat's jist what dey is, dey's reglar rapscallions.") And his indignation 

at the thought of King Solomon is funny in part because he doesn't quite "get" the 

point of the Bible story, but also because he has the sense to see right through the 

pious absurdity of parable: 

"Yit dey say Sollermun de wises' man dat ever live'. I doan' take no stock in dat. . . 

. He warn't no wise man, nuther. He had some er de dad-fetchedes' ways I ever see. 

Does you know 'bout dat chile dat he 'uz gwyne to chop in two?" , "Yes, the widow 

told me all about it." , "Well, den! Warn' dat de beatenes' notion in de worl'? You 

jis' take en look at it a minute. Dah's de stump, dah--dat's one er de women; heah's 

you--dat's de yuther one; I's Sollermun; en dish yer dollar bill's de chile. Bofe un 

you claims it. What does I do? Does I shin aroun' mongs' de neighbors en fine out 

which un you de bill do b'long to, en han' it over to de right one, all safe en soun', 

de way dat anybody dat had any gumption would? No--I take en whack de bill in 

two, en give half un it to you, en de yuther half to de yuther woman. Dat's de way 

Sollermun was gwyne to do wid de chile. Now I want to ast you: what's de use er 

dat half a bill?--can't buy noth'n wid it. En what use is a half a chile? I wouldn' give 

a dern for a million un um." , "But hang it, Jim, you've clean missed the point--

blame it, you've missed it a thousand mile." , "Who? Me? Go 'long. Doan' talk to 

me 'bout yo' pints. I reck'n I knows sense when I sees it; en dey ain' no sense in 

sich doin's as dat. De 'spute warn't 'bout a half a chile, de 'spute was 'bout a whole 

chile; en de man dat think he kin settle a 'spute 'bout a whole chile wid a half a 

chile doan know enough to come in out'n de rain." 

(Twain also understands that, while Huck rejects "sivilised" learning at one level, 

at another he has absorbed it and is proud of his absorption.) 

The moment where Huck, having played a mean practical joke on Jim, has to deal 

with the force of Jim's rejoinder, is the one that sets the heart, and the book, 

beating. An offended Jim, a slave in pre-Civil War America, is not afraid to call a 

white boy "trash": 

"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." , Then he got up slow and walked to the wigwam, 

and went in there without saying anything but that. But that was enough. It made 

me feel so mean I could almost kissed his foot to get him to take it back. 

Though everyone knows the unforgettable moment--the moral hinge of American 

literature--when Huck decides to be damned sooner than restore Jim to slavery 



("Alright, I'll go to Hell"), people sometimes write as if Huck, breaking through the 

hatreds of mere civilization, had landed on natural goodness and wisdom. The real 

point is that Huck does think that he's doing wrong; it's not that his natural heart 

teaches him to do right but that his natural affection makes him not care. 

Leslie Fiedler wrote a famous, brave piece in 1948, insisting that Huck and Jim's 

attachment is homoerotic. The tone is analytic rather than admiring; a queer text 

was a neurotic text in those days. It's true that Huck's boyishness lacks the maturity 

and adult seriousness that were the postwar Freudian givens. Wanting to go swim 

with your pals in the swimmin' hole was obviously an unworthy dream. But Fiedler 

had a reasonable point: Huck and Jim are attached to each other in a way that no 

boy and girl ever are in Twain's work. The novel's happy moments are not scenes 

of adventure a la "On the Road" but scenes of domestic comfort--rafting, sleeping, 

storytelling. Yet Huck's boyishness is also his heroism. His moral awakening isn't 

to the abolitionist cause; that would be, given his circumstances, sentimental. It is 

to the value of his one true friend. 

The other great moment in the book, enduringly heart-wrenching, is Jim's 

discovery that his child is deaf: 

"En wid dat I fetch' her a slap side de head dat sont her a-sprawlin'. Den I went into 

de yuther room, en 'uz gone 'bout ten minutes; en when I come back, dah was dat 

do'a s-stannin' open yit, en dat chile stannin' mos' right in it, a-looking' down and 

mournin', en de tears runnin' down. My, but I wuz mad, I was a-gwyne for de chile, 

but jis' den--it was a do' dat open innerds--jis' den, 'long come de wind en slam it 

to, behine de chile, ker-blam!--en my lan', de chile never move'! My breff mos' hop 

outer me. En I feel so--so--I doan' know how I feel. I crope out, all a-tremblin', en 

crope aroun' en open de do' easy en slow, en poke my head in behine de chile, sof' 

en still, en all uv a sudden, I says pow! jis' as loud as I could yell. She never budge! 

Oh, Huck, I bust out a-cryin' en grab her up in my arms, en say, 'Oh, de po' little 

thing! De Lord God Amighty fogive po' ole Jim, kaze he never gwyne to fogive 

hisself as long's he live!' Oh, she was plumb deef en dumb, Huck, plumb deef en 

dumb--en I'd ben a-treat'n her so!" 

Jim, childlike in some ways himself, is not a child but a man trying to get back to 

his family. The pattern of the book is a pattern not of assertions but of apologies: 

Huck apologizes to Jim, Jim apologizes to his child. Its force is Lincoln's force, the 

force of forgiveness. Which makes the novel's botched last third all the more 

exasperating--those chapters in which Huck falls back in with Tom Sawyer, who 

conceives a tedious, romantic plan to "rescue" the already emancipated Jim. One 

wants to defend the ending (somebody has to, as with O. J. Simpson), but it's 

indefensible, callow and dull, and the only explanation is that Twain's show-biz 

instincts--Tom Sawyer's a hit, everyone likes him, that shtick is gold--got the better 

of him. The ending has the inconsequence of a comedian looking for a way off the 

stage. 



Was Twain in the Hartford years, which stretched through the seventies and 

eighties, the easily bullied husband and dad he liked to describe himself as or the 

domestic tyrant who leers out occasionally from his daughter's memoirs and his 

own letters? It's hard to tell. He wrote to Howells, "I found that all their lives my 

children have been afraid of me! have stood all their days in uneasy dread of my 

sharp tongue and uncertain temper." Though he loved his three daughters--the 

early death of his favorite, Suzy, in 1896, was the hardest event of his life--he 

depended almost religiously on his wife to keep him upright in every sense. She 

did disapprove of "Huck" 's bad manners, and it may have been her influence that 

delayed the book's publication. 

She also must have failed to persuade him that he was no businessman. Twain got 

involved in two ruinous enterprises: first, a plan to own his work by having his 

own publishing company, and then a plan to use profits from the company to invest 

in and promote a new kind of automatic typesetting machine, the Paige 

compositor. He blamed everyone for his setbacks except himself. The truth was, 

perhaps, that he was neither a terrible businessman nor a good one, and that luck 

and timing play a bigger role than tycoons allow. Twain, after some good luck--his 

publication of Grant's memoirs was a huge hit--stumbled on some bad, such as his 

scheme to publish the authorized biography of Pope Leo XIII. Like a successful 

director who starts a small independent movie studio, he just didn't have the capital 

to absorb a dud. The double folly led his publishing house into bankruptcy. Twain 

worked courageously hard to pay off his debt, and in the end it had remarkably 

little effect on the style in which he lived for the rest of his life. Though the Twains 

left the big house in Hartford, they were soon installed in a very nice house off 

Washington Square--but the losses hurt his dignity and his self-regard. He lectured, 

and collected awards; he was boyishly grateful for an honorary degree from 

Oxford, and wore the cardinal-colored Oxford gown every chance he got. 

He did spend a lot of time writing "unpublishable" work that he intended to have 

brought out posthumously. Some of the material, when it was finally published, 

first in 1940 and then in 1962, is funny and sharp; the letters in "Letters from the 

Earth" on man's idea of Heaven, for instance, could make a decent bit now for Bill 

Maher. Why do we imagine a Heaven where everyone sings and plays the harp, 

when we all hate singing and not one person actually wants to hear someone play 

the harp? Why is there no sex in Heaven, when that is the one thing everyone does 

want? And it is always good to be reminded that, Time covers and Kennedy Center 

awards aside, this most lovable of humorists was a fierce critic of America's 

imperial adventures. At one of the rare strong moments in the "Autobiography," he 

excoriates the American government for an atrocity in the Philippines war, where, 

My Lai-like, six hundred villagers were massacred in an extinct volcano crater: 

We lost fifteen men killed outright.. . . The enemy numbered six hundred, 

including women and children--and we abolished them utterly, leaving not even a 



baby alive to cry for its dead mother. This is incomparably the greatest victory that 

was ever achieved by the Christian soldiers of the United States. 

You could not write such truths now about atrocities in imperial adventures and 

remain, as Twain did, a beloved national figure. (American amnesia about 

American atrocities is, after all, part of the American way.) 

Twain's true legacy seems double: there is the murmuring, pastoral, simplified line, 

which runs through Hemingway's trout-fishing trip in "The Sun Also Rises" and 

Thurber's memories of Columbus; and there is the sardonic idol-smashing tone, 

which runs into George Carlin's great routines on religion and the American love 

of war. But no one has ever quite put them together as Twain did. It's true that his 

values and approach were those of show business, but since the tension between 

show business and art turned out to be the special province of American 

civilization, even his compromises still look potent. What makes him muddled is 

what makes him last. His ordeal of twainness turns out to be ours, still not fully 

marked. 
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