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 Let’s look at Mark Twain.  The frog story is not that great.  I assigned that just to 

have a chance for us to talk about Mark Twain for a minute as I feel like particularly in a 

class in a school in Missouri he ought to get in there.  Born in 1835, died in 1910, he 

was a printer by trade at the beginning.  He learned that and worked for his brother, and 

the two of them together plied the printing trade.  He was a journeyman printer.  In other 

words, he would not work permanently at a place but he would move from town to town.  

But eventually and early he became a river boat pilot. 

 I’m just assuming that most of you have an acquaintance with Huckleberry Finn 

and probably read Tom Sawyer, too, and know the story of Mark Twain, Samuel 

Langhorne Clemens, pretty well.  But growing up in Hannibal, which he called St. 

Petersburg in the novels, the river boat pilots were kind of the equivalent of stockcar 

race drivers.  They were the heroes.  They were the jet pilots.  They had these 

prestigious jobs, dangerous jobs, very responsible jobs, and high paying jobs.  And he 

got to do it. 

 But the Civil War ruined all of that because the river was closed.  When New 

Orleans fell and Vicksburg fell, river traffic was gone and, of course, commerce was 

suspended.  For something like 23 weeks, Mark Twain was in the Confederate Militia.  

This was not a heartfelt thing at all and he got out of it as soon as he could and went out 

to Nevada to look for gold and look for his fortune. 

 He did write a great book called Life on the Mississippi that was published in 

1883, which I recommend heartily.  Anybody ever read that?  That’s good nonfiction.  I 

mean, you can’t beat it.  This thing mentions — it says that it’s a critique of the southern 
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romanticism that Twain believed made the Civil War inevitable.  If you remember 

Huckleberry Finn, those of you who’ve read it, do you remember the name of the 

steamboat that’s wrecked, where the murderers are on the steamboat and Huckleberry 

sneaks aboard and watches them, eavesdrops on them?  Remember the name of that 

ship, that boat?  It was the Walter Scott.  And that’s appropriate because Twain thought 

that southern romanticism, southern gallantry, southern chivalry, and all that sort of 

thing that came out of the English romanticism like Sir Walter Scott, Ivanhoe and all of 

that, Young Lochinvar, was responsible for much of the war.  The idea that there is 

beauty and death was something that Twain didn’t agree with at all. 

 Tom Sawyer came out in ‘76 and it was a boys book.  And that same year he 

began Huckleberry Finn but he broke off and didn’t complete it until 1883.  I almost wish 

he hadn’t done that in a way, because when you read Huckleberry Finn there’s a 

distinct Part One and Part Two.  Part One is great and Part Two is not so great.  About 

the time Jim and Huck get past the Grangerfords feuding and get down to — like T.S. 

Eliot said, if you’re a runaway slave, why are you running south, you know?  Well, 

because they had nowhere else to go with the story.  And when Tom Sawyer shows up 

and they go through all that stuff about making Jim scratch on a tin plate and importing 

spiders into his room so he can play like the Count of Monte Cristo, it’s just all pretty 

sorry.  And it’s too bad.  There’s some moments, but you can see that the power wasn’t 

there.  Nothing he ever wrote again about Huckleberry and Tom ever quite achieved 

that 

 Some other good books that came later — Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s 
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Court, The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894 — anybody read Pudd’nhead Wilson?  

I’ve got some people who’ve read some of these.  Huckleberry Finn has been attacked 

wrongly for being a racist book, but I think Pudd’nhead Wilson could probably qualify for 

some racial generalizations that Twain was guilty of. 

 The end of his life was a mixture of triumph and sadness.  He was lionized.  He 

was well-known, he was respected, and he wore white suits like Tom Wolfe.  He’d walk 

down Fifth Avenue in New York with his cane and his white outfit and his flowing white 

mane, and he looked like a writer.  He looked like Mark Twain ought to look.  But at the 

same time, his health declined.  He went broke in 1893 investing in this typesetting 

machine.  His youngest daughter, Jean, was diagnosed as epileptic.  His oldest 

daughter, Suzie, who was his favorite daughter, died of meningitis when he and his wife 

were in Europe, and that broke his heart and he never quite recovered from that. 

 Much of the later writing was not published.  Albert Bigalow Paine was his literary 

executor and no friend of Twain in some ways.  A lot of the anecdotes that he told about 

him later in the biography he wrote were not particularly kind or accurate.  But Paine 

wanted to preserve his friend’s reputation and so books like Letters from the Earth 

simply didn’t see light until much, much after Twain’s death.  In fact, the University of 

California still has a huge hoard of manuscripts that it dribbles out a little bit.  There was 

a news story published in The Atlantic just a couple of years ago. 

 Letters from the Earth.  Have you ever encountered that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, no wonder.  No wonder.  Did you guys read Innocents Abroad?  That’s 
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wonderful, too.  In Letters from the Earth, who’s the angel?  Is it Gabriel or Michael?  An 

angel comes to earth and he writes letters back to heaven explaining to them what earth 

is like, and he can’t get over it.  He just can’t believe it.  He says, “Nobody down here 

can carry a tune.  Nobody down here likes to go to church.  It’s about all you can do to 

drag ‘em in there once a week on Sunday morning.  But they envision heaven, 

paradise, as being one unending church service where they’re all singing and banging 

away on harps and things when they’re no good as musicians.”  He said, “You tell me.”  

It’s kind of — pretty scathing. 

 He has another one called The Second Coming which is set — I like the 

beginning.  He says, “Once upon a time in the western wilds and solitudes of Arkansas.”  

This girl had to tell her boyfriend that she was pregnant.  Well, the boyfriend was 

dismayed because they had never — he had never been intimate with this girl, but she 

said, “It’s okay because an angel told me this was going to be the second coming.”  He 

said, “What’d the angel look like?” and she said, “Oh, he was about 6' tall, wore blue 

jeans.”  And Twain explained, “You have to understand that angels always dress the 

way people of the day dressed.”  

 Well, it comes to pass that the child is born and everything’s okay until as he 

grows up he starts performing miracles.  Well, one farmer needs rain and so he causes 

rain to fall on this farmer’s farm, but at the same time he floods this other guy’s crop so 

that makes ‘em mad.  He really starts gettin’ in trouble when he starts raising the dead.  

Like they’ve been waiting for this one old man to die and when he dies, he raises him 

from the dead.  And all the heirs are upset and probate is totally ruined.  Well, you can 
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imagine what might happen.  And you can also see why Paine thought that this might 

not be good for Twain’s reputation. 

 He was rather bitter.  There’s a book in our library, an oversized volume called 

Mark Twain’s Rubaiyat in which he imitates Fitzgerald’s famous Rubaiyat of Omar 

Khayyam, the same stanza forms and this and that.  It’s one of the saddest things 

you’ve ever read.  It’s all about old age and incontinence and impotence and death.  

And I hate to think of Twain in his last years being preoccupied with those things, but 

apparently — apparently he was. 

 But what a life.  He had an extraordinary life.  Also at the end of his life you might 

be interested in more of this writing being published.  He got involved in the anti-war, 

anti-imperialism movement that sort of began with his opposition to the Spanish 

American War in 1898 and then later our war in the Philippines that we had acquired 

during that war, and the suppression of those natives.  And he wrote quite a few — 

quite a few things that are strangely powerful and strangely relevant which you might 

take a look at sometime. 

 Well, The Jumping Frog is just a lot of fun.  I just wanted you to enjoy that.  This 

is also an example of Twain’s storytelling.  He made a lot of money on the lecture 

circuit.  And if you were lucky, you may have seen — he was here a few years ago — 

Hal Holbrook do his “Mark Twain Tonight.”  It’s on tape if you ever wanted to check it 

out.  It’s really great.  Holbrook looks like what Twain ought to look like and he just tells 

the stories.  And this is kind of the way people tell stories.  The guy says, “It was the 

winter of ‘49 or maybe the spring of ‘50, or I don’t know.  Maybe it was just ‘48.  I don’t 
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know exactly.”  When people tell stories, why do they do that?  But they do.  And you 

know, get on with it.  Get on with it.  Or when he was telling this story he’ll say, “Yeah, 

and he went along and he was fine.  He was a Baptist, I believe” Which is totally 

irrelevant but he just puts it in. 

 And also, of course, the dialect.  Twin was a master of the dialect.  “This fella.  

Don’t you like the dog?  I thought you’d remember Andrew Jackson because he has this 

special trick of getting the dog by the hind legs.  But when you get a dog with no hind 

legs, where do you latch on?”  And he’s so sad he dies of a broken heart.  It’s just pretty 

good.  “He didn’t try no more to win the fight and so he got shut out bad.”  Of course the 

frog’s name was what?  Daniel Webster the frog.  I’ve seen a film of this.  I don’t know 

how they did that because they had that frog full of buckshot and they dumped it out.  I 

don’t think the ASPCA or whoever will let ‘em film it that way now.  But apparently you 

can really load a frog up with no great harm to the frog.  Quail shot in this case. But 

these — you know, filled him full of quail shot.  He was planted solid as a church.  And 

then the ending of it, “Well, this year Smiley had a yellow-eyed cow that didn’t have no 

tail, only just a short stump like a bananar.  However, lacking both time and inclination, I 

did not wait to hear about the afflicted cow but took my leave.”  And saves us. 

 Huckleberry Finn.  I’m already feeling perhaps we should’ve read all this 

together.  But if you haven’t read it, read it — if you haven’t read it, read it.  And I just 

want to mention two passages in this book to you.  One is in Chapter 31, page 359, and 

the most famous passage in the book:  Everybody knows the story.  Huckleberry’s an 

orphan and the Widow Douglas has vowed you’d civilize him.  He tries.  He really tries.  
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He tries to quit smoking and he tries to go to school.  In fact, he even learns to read and 

write a little bit.  She tries to teach him to pray.  She tries to teach him the Bible.  He 

says he was gettin’ really interested in Moses and the bulrushes but he found out 

Moses was dead so he didn’t care anymore because he “didn’t take any stock in dead 

people.”  

 He told the Widow Douglas he’d been trying to pray but it wasn’t working.  She 

said, “Huckleberry, what’re you praying for?”  He said, “Fish hooks.”  And she said, “No, 

no,” you know.  “You don’t pray for fish hooks.”  But at any rate, when his father comes 

back, when Pap comes back and kidnaps him, he has a glorious, adventurous escape 

in which he slaughters a pig and leaves blood trails and all of that to get away from Pap.  

And when he goes to Jackson Island, he discovers he’s not the only runaway when he 

runs into Jim, who’s a slave of Miss Watson, and is an old acquaintance and friend of 

Huckleberry’s.  In fact, he and Tom Sawyer played terrible tricks on Jim in the past.  So 

they’re both fugitives.  But Jim is running for his life and Huckleberry’s just trying to get 

away from his dad and get some time alone and be on the river and away from 

civilization.   

 Many wonderful set pieces in there like the king and the duke, and the revivals, 

and the — oh, the Grangerford feud which is one of the best anti-violence things ever 

written.  But the central thing always is the relationship between Huckleberry and Jim.  

The book has come under so much attack, it’s one of the most frequently censored 

books, and the primary reason probably is the use of the word “nigger” which I hesitate 

to say and hate to do it, so now I’ve said it.  It’s such a repugnant and repulsive word, 
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and a word that we are so trained to — and rightly so, to react to viscerally more or less.  

Reading the book is such a casual — casual usage. 

 Well, two defenses.  One, Twain was writing about Missouri in the 1840s, 1830s, 

and that’s the word that would’ve been used.  It’s probably the word that would’ve been 

used in the 1930s and 1940s, as far as that goes.  It’s accurate and it’s not — does not 

have the implications that it has for us today.  Nevertheless, it’s difficult.  I never thought 

I’d have trouble with it but I did have trouble teaching this book several years ago. 

 There’s a wonderful thing called The Company We Keep, which is a book about 

the ethics of fiction, and it opens with an account of a professor at the University of 

Chicago who said, “I simply can’t teach the book anymore.  I just can’t handle the 

language.”  Which doesn’t seem very intellectual, but at the same time I can understand 

on a gut level why that might be. 

 It’s also very obvious, and it’s something that you’ve probably heard many, many 

times before, that Huckleberry Finn is not a racist novel in spite of the language 

because the only noble character in the entire book is Jim.  There are scoundrels and 

scallywags all over the place.  I mean, Huckleberry — you know, Huckleberry’s “It didn’t 

seem right but I told the truth and there was no way out of it, you know, that sometimes 

tellin’ the truth is right.”  But it is — this seems almost like camp, but it is an affirmation 

of the brotherhood of man more than anything else.  Of these two individuals who have 

society after both of them and they are individuals. 

 Now, the famous scene is when Huckleberry — it’s near the end of the book.  

Jim has been captured as a runaway slave on a plantation in Louisiana.  Huckleberry 
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knows where he is and he writes a letter to his owner telling him where he is, at the 

Phelps place, and that they can come down and pick him up — to Miss Watson.  He’s 

feeling this — he felt bad because he just thought about all of his Sunday School 

lessons and the descriptions of Hell and right and wrong, and he knew that taking 

property from this woman who had never done him any harm was wrong and he was 

going to go to Hell for it.  So he wrote this letter and says, “I felt all good and washed 

clean of sin for the first time I’ve ever felt so in my life, and I knowed I could pray now.”  

He tried to pray earlier and he says, “But you can’t pray a lie.” 

 And then he thinks about all that he and Jim have been through.  The fog when 

they got separated on the river, the dangerous situations they’d shared, the 

camaraderie they’d shared.  “It’s awful nice livin’ on a raft.”  I mean, this is really a 

runaway story.  The idea of just lying on the raft and smokin’ all day, and catchin’ fish for 

dinner.  Sounds pretty good.  And then the fact that Jim says, “You’re the only friend I 

ever had,” he told him, and he remembered this. 

I was the best friend old Jim ever had in the world and the only one he’s got now.  

And then I happened to look around and see that paper.  It was a close place.  I 

took it up and held it in my hand.  I was a-tremblin’ because I got to decide 

forever betwixt two things and I knowed it. 

And the two things are pretty obvious.  

I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself, “All right, 

then, I’ll go to Hell” and tore it up.  It was awful thoughts and awful words, but 

they was said and I let them stay said and never thought no more about 
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reforming.  I shoved the whole thing out of my head and said I’d take up 

wickedness again which was in my line, being brung up to it, and the other 

weren’t.  And for a starter, I’d go to work and steal Jim out of slavery again.  And 

if I could think up anything worse, I’d do that, too.  As long as I was in and I was 

in good, I might as well go to the whole hog. 

He said, “You know what Jim said he was gonna do?  He said when he got his freedom 

he was gonna go back.  And if he couldn’t buy his children, he’d steal ‘em.  What a 

terrible thing.”   But that’s it.  “All right, then, I’ll go to Hell.”  It’s a metaphysical moment.  

It is absolutely — the boy believes that he is putting his soul in eternal punishment for 

the acts of friendship, loyalty, and truth. 

 But the passage that I want to mention to you is back in Chapter 12 — the very 

end of Chapter 11, actually — 257.  Jim and Huck are on Jackson Island.  This is pretty 

early in the book.  And Huckleberry goes ashore to see what’s going on.  It’s a 

wonderful scene when he — if you remember this, they’re floating loaves of bread with 

mercury in them and firing a canon over the river, trying to make the bodies come to the 

surface, so he’s been keeping track. 

 He goes over there and there’s this old woman in a house alone — well, not 

necessarily an old woman, but this woman — farm lady in this house.  And he pretends 

— he dresses like a girl.  He got this old dress off of that wrecked steamship.  She 

pretty early figures out he’s not a girl because she — well, there’s a rat and she tosses 

him a hunk of lead to throw at the rat, and he puts his knees together to catch it.  She 

says a girl would’ve opened them to catch it in her apron or in her skirt. 
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 Also he plugs the rat with the lead, as I recall, which a girl also — he didn’t throw 

like a girl.  So she says, “What’s your real name?  Tom Thumb or Jim, or what is it?”  

She tells him that her husband’s not home because he and some other men are at that 

moment on their way — on their horses, going down to the river, to get boats and go 

over to Jackson Island because they’ve heard reports of seeing smoke there and they 

think that’s where the runaway slave is. 

 Huckleberry gets out of there as quickly as he can, gets in his skiff, paddles over 

there as fast as he can, and comes up on the camp where Jim is asleep.  

I landed and slopped through the timber and up the ridge and into the cavern.  

There Jim laid, sound asleep on the ground.  I roused him out and says, “Get up 

and hump yourself, Jim.  There ain’t a minute to lose.  They’re after us. 

And it’s at that single word, they’re after us -- not they’re after you; they’re after us — 

that I think is extraordinarily significant in the education of Huckleberry Finn and all of 

us. So not much time for Mark Twain.  But at any rate, I got to mention him. 

 What’d you think of Brett Hart?  We’ll go from greatness to something else 

entirely.  Notice Hart’s dates, 1836 to 1902.  He was one year younger than Twain and 

died eight years sooner.  Born in Albany, New York, but early on, early in his life, went 

out to California with his family.  He claimed to have had all kinds of jobs out there.  He 

claimed he rode shotgun on Wells Fargo.  He did try to mine.  He was a teacher for a 

time.  But mostly he, too, was a printer, a journeyman printer, a typesetter.  This a long 

tradition in American literature.  Ben Franklin, for cryin’ out loud, one of our first great 

writers, started out as a printer, as a typesetter.  William Dean Howells who would 
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become the so-called dean of American literature in the second half of the 19th century 

began his career in letters working in a print shop. 

 At any rate, Hart got in on the scene, the literary scene out there, at the very 

beginning and had an early success and early fame.  Part of it was due to the fact that 

his audience was not the people in the West but the people back East and the people in 

England.  Eventually most Americans got tired of Brett Hart’s writing, but the English 

sustained him right on up to the end.  They thought this was real, some people say.  I 

don’t know that that’s all that true, but I think they enjoyed the contrast of the rough 

western characters and the extraordinarily ornate and fancy language that Hart used. 

 He married a woman named Anna Griswold and left San Francisco in 1871 at the 

height of his fame at age 35 and never went back west, and just relied on his early 

experience for his tales after that.  He also wrote plays.  He collaborated on a play with 

Mark Twain.  Twain hated Brett Hart.  He hated him for several reasons. For one thing, 

he didn’t think he worked hard enough.  He said, “Hart will go in a room with a bottle of 

whiskey and come out two days later with a play,” and Twain’s plays were never any 

good.  

 He also didn’t like him because Hart abandoned his family.  In 1878 when he was 

42 years old, he left his wife and children and went to Europe, never to return, as a 

permanent guest of the Vandevells, a Belgium couple who lived in London.  And that’s 

where he stayed and was the — a kind of a social lion and literary figure, and Twain 

always was disgusted with him. 

 Outcasts of Poker Flat is probably the best example of the type of thing he did.  
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Diction is a key word here.  Diction not in the way you say things, but diction meaning 

the words you choose to use.  And Brett Hart’s diction is remarkable.  I’ll give you a 

quote from Mark Twain.  He says Brett Hart wrote in “a dialect which no man in Heaven 

or Earth had ever used until Hart invented it.”  And if you think about what you’ve just 

read and he said, “It died with Brett Hart but it was no loss.”  Nothing about Hart’s death 

was a loss. 

 Give me some examples of this language, Outcasts of Poker Flat.  Paragraph 

one, “There was a Sabbath lull in the air which in a settlement unused to Sabbath 

influences looked ominous.”  That’s hardly the language that you would associate with a 

tale of the West.  The next paragraph, “The gambler quietly discharged his mind of any 

further conjecture.  The town is experiencing a spasm of virtuous reaction and they put 

together a secret committee, vigilantes, who determined to rid the town of all improper 

persons.  And they ride ‘em out to the edge of town.” 

 Paragraph six, it says, “When they reached the edge of town, the leader spoke 

briefly and to the point.  The exiles were forbidden to return at the peril of their lives.”  

What do you suppose he really said?  “You are forbidden to return to Poker Flat under 

the peril of your lives.”  “If we see hide nor hair of any of you whores and thieves and 

gamblers, et cetera, we’re gonna string ya up.” 

 But anybody can do that.  You can do that in a dime novel.  You can do that in 

any western story.  But instead he uses that.  I guess you understood that these ladies 

were ladies of ill repute?  Good.  He never says it, quite.  He talks about the 

professional tint of her cheeks.  Her weaker sisters, they refer to in this. 
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 ‘Course Uncle Billy -- one thing we have to give Brett Hart credit for is Uncle Billy 

appears in just about every western story after that.  Uncle Billy is Festus.  Uncle Billy is 

— well, I don’t know how many references we can get here.  My cultural references are 

getting older and older.  “Gunsmoke.”  Any of you recall “Gunsmoke”?  Festus was this 

crusty old — Gabby Hayes was surely way before your time.  But it’s the sidekick, the 

stock character.  There’s the phrase you’ve learned before.  Brett Hart invented the 

stock characters of the western and we still have ‘em. 

 What other stock characters do we have?  We’ve got the honest gambler.  

Hooker with a heart ‘o gold.  Mother Shipton — that’s a nice way to put it.  Mother 

Shipton — or a professional with a heart of gold, someone once said.  Sacrifices her 

own life so that Piney, the innocent — I was shocked at Piney’s age, 15.  And then it 

says Piney was no chicken, so I don’t know what that meant.  Fifteen seems pretty 

chicken to me.  What else do we have?  I said the old sidekick or the drunken old sluice 

robber. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 The naive boy who comes to town and gets all his money taken by the gambler, 

who gives it back to him and says, “Go and sin no more, my boy.”  ‘Course he’ll love 

him forever if he lived.  We don’t have some that are — we need an alcoholic doctor.  

They’re almost always in there.  Or the chicken-hearted sheriff.  Or — oh, I know.  Who 

always arrives in the stagecoach?  The love interests.  Schoolmarm.  That’d be another 

one.  I’m sure Brett Hart has a schoolmarm in some story somewhere.  I guess Piney 

will have to do.  But these people, back east and in England, took them as real. 
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 Look at the style.  That’s the only thing we really need to talk about about Hart 

besides his characters.  The people in exile here are the duchess and another who 

gained the infelicitous — infelicitous.  Don’t you like this language?  Infelicitous title of 

Mother Shipton.  She’s a madam.  And then Uncle Billy.  And Uncle Billy uses bad 

language.  When they ride out of town they talk about the alarming oaths that seem to 

be bumped out of Uncle Billy.  I think we should be thankful in many ways for 

censorship. 

 When you read Huckleberry Finn, there’s a couple of great scenes in there when 

Pap Finn gets drunk and cusses, and Huckleberry says, “Then he cussed the 

government for about 25 minutes.  Then he cussed the judge.  Then he cussed me.  

Then he cussed” — you know, and on and on and on.  “He let out a yellar blue streak” 

of whatever, but he doesn’t say what he said.  Think how disgusting it would be if he 

did.  It’d be like a Bruce Willis movie.  It’s just — oh, you know, I’m so tired of that.  I’m 

so bored with that.  But this way your imagination — imagination makes it work.  So the 

alarming oaths, we can just picture that.  “Uncle Billy included the whole party in one 

sweeping anathema.”  Uncle Billy would have no idea what an anathema was, but he 

would certainly probably create them. 

 Also if you’re living in cold London or smoky New York, reading about places like 

“a spot that was singularly wild and impressive, a wooded amphitheater surrounded on 

three sides by precipitous cliffs of naked granite, sloped gently toward the crest of 

another precipice that overlooked the valley.”  Besides the sheer fun of that elevated 

diction and that high-fallutin’ language, is another good thing to call it, that’s a nice 
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break from an urban environment. 

 Paragraph 9, “They had liquor and they get into it after these people leave.  In 

spite of his remonstrances, it was not long before they were more or less under its 

influence.  Uncle Billy passed rapidly from a bellicose state into one of stupor.  The 

duchess became maudlin and Mother Shipton snored.”  One test of literature for me is 

whether I really look forward to rereading it.  And while I always assign Brett Hart, I don’t 

assign Brett Hart with a great feeling of, “Oh boy.  I’m gonna get to read Outcasts of 

Poker Flat again.”  This is one of these things that it’s fun to read once.  “Bellicose state 

into one of stupor.”  You all know people who go — who have too much to drink and go 

from a bellicose state into one of stupor.  “First he wanted to fight and then he passed 

out.”  But he puts it in that wonderful language.  Once, to me, is plenty.  “Mr. Oakhurst 

did not drink.”  That’s against his profession.  He’s a gambler.  He has to — he has to 

be cool and passive and keep his presence of mind. 

 I’m also really sensitive about point of view.  And when we get to the more 

contemporary writing in this class, we’ll talk more about point of view.  Point of view is 

the choice an author makes to tell his story.  What stance he or she will tell their stories 

from.  And it is an ethical decision.  It really — it says whose side the author is on.  For 

instance, Huckleberry Finn — what’s the point of view of Huckleberry Finn? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 He speaks.  It’s first person point of view.  Huckleberry Finn tells the whole story.  

It opens, “You don’t know about me ‘lessen you read a book called Tom Sawyer by Mr. 

Mark Twain.  He told the truth mostly, but he stretched it a bit” — or something like that.  
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It doesn’t say, “This is the story of a young boy named Huckleberry Finn who was 

abandoned by his drunken father” — you know.  It’s him telling the story.  There are 

advantages to first person point of view in that the person telling it is a — this is partly a 

pun in a way — the eye of a story is an eyewitness.  It has the immediacy of I saw it.  I 

have returned to tell you about it. 

 Even things he won’t tell, like during the Granger feud when Buck and the other 

boys are murdered by those men on horseback under the tree.  Huckleberry goes back 

and sees their bodies and says, “I can’t tell you about it.  It was just too awful.”  By his 

not telling us about it, we get his witness about how horrible it was.  If it were another 

type of narration, the author would’ve had to describe it which would’ve lost a great 

deal.  I’m not saying first person is the only thing that you need to choose.  But it’s pretty 

obvious that the narrator of this is not part of the group. 

 The narrator of this, who seems to know everything — this so-called omniscient 

point of view — he knows at least what Oakhurst is thinking.  But then he’ll say things 

like, in paragraph 10, “The thought of deserting his weaker and more pitiable 

companions never perhaps occurred to Oakhurst.”  Well, when I read something like 

that from an omniscient point of view novelist or storyteller, my question is what do you 

mean “perhaps”?  It never occurred to him.  Why don’t you know?  Omniscience means 

you know everything and so I would think that you would know that. 

 He does that somewhere else.  Near the end it says, “Whether Mr. Oakhurst had 

cast his cards with the whiskey of something that barred the free access of the 

community, I cannot say.”  Why can’t you say?  You invented Mr. Oakhurst.  You 
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invented the whole thing.  If you want Mr. Oakhurst to sprout wings and fly away out of 

the snowstorm you can make him do it.  You can’t sit there and say you don’t know.  But 

it’s an old convention and his Victorian audience went right along with it.  As I was 

saying, we will — I want you to keep in mind matters of point of view, why the author 

chose the stance that you chose to tell story, when we get a little further along. 

 Well, Tom Simpson shows up and he’s another stock character, as you say.  The 

diction — paragraph 13, “Mr. Oakhurst seldom troubled himself with sentiment and still 

lives with propriety with the vague idea that the situation was not felicitous.”  That’s the 

second time he’s used that word.  “He retained, however, his presence of mind 

sufficiently to kick Uncle Billy,” and so forth, “and endeavored to dissuade Tom Simpson 

from delaying further.  I won’t do this to you anymore.”   

 I think that’s — that I’ve probably beat this horse to death over and over again, 

but the language just is incredibly well done and should not have been done any more 

than he did it.  “The virgin Piney slept beside her frailer sisters.  We find that the 

felonious fingers of Uncle Billy has made off with the mules.” 

 Let me give you another passage that I want you to mark, I want you to 

remember.  Paragraph 29.  I have used this passage on a test in the past.  I will give 

you quotations and ask you to explain the significance of them.  So here is a sample 

quotation and a sample answer.  “Through the marvelously clear air” — see that 

passage? — “the smoke of the pastoral village of Poker Flat rose miles away.  Mother 

Shipton saw it and from a remote pinnacle of her rocky fastness hurled in the direction 

of final malediction.  It was her last vituperative attempt and perhaps for that reason was 
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invested with a certain degree of sublimity.  It did her good, she privately informed the 

judges.”  

 If I would ask you the significance of that passage, to Brett Hart, to this story, to 

his writing — do you not find that?  It’s on page 433, paragraph 24.  Did I saw 29?  

That’s my handwriting so I don’t know how well this paragraph stuff is gonna work.  Now 

do you find it?  Middle of that paragraph, central paragraph, “Through the marvelously 

clear air.”  I won’t read it all to you again, but just glance at the language.  “A rocky 

fastness.  Of final malediction.  Her last vituperative attempt.  Sublimity.”  Those are all 

fifty dollar words. 

 That would be one thing I’d expect you to comment on.  This is a good example 

of Brett Hart’s elevated, high-fallutin’ diction which he used to describe what?  What 

would be other things that are significant about his writing?  That’d be a good place to 

put in a phrase like “stock characters of his western fictions.”  Which were designed for 

whom?  Eastern and English audiences.  That would be a good sample answer there I 

gave you with a good sample quote. 

 You get the idea?  I want you to be able to come back and comment — ‘course 

any additional thing you can come up with is fine, too.  But I think many things about his 

story are right there.  The duchess — you could put that in that she’s a stock character.  

The prostitute with a heart of gold.  Certainly high-fallutin’ diction. 

 I like ash heels.  Why not?  I’m reading some Russian fiction right now and I 

never can pronounce all those names, and I don’t ever try to do it when I’m reading it.  I 

just recognize it when I see it the next time.  My mother’s preacher was always talking 
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about Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.  I like that.  And he was also — he said, “And that 

great German atheist, Nietzsche.”  Nietzsche and Goethe fighting it out there.  That’s 

kind of nice to think about. 

 Well, the end of this story.  I don’t know what to make of it.  Certainly it is 

overwritten.  “Feathery drifts of snow shaken from the long, lone pine boughs flew like 

white-winged birds.”  You know, I just realized.  I might be way out of order here.  You 

may have shed a silent tear at the scene of Mother Shipton quietly passing away after 

she’d sacrificed herself to the survival of these innocents.  Uh-hum? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 She was querulous.  He does get that big word in there.  He says, “You starved 

yourself.”  “That’s what they call it,” said the woman querulously.  She laid out again 

and, turning her face to the wall, passed quietly away.”  Passed away.  Euphemism. 

 Mark Twain — another thing he didn’t like about Brett Hart was sentimentality.  

There’s nothing wrong with sentiment.  Sentiment is true feeling.  But sentimentality is 

meretricious feeling, cheap feeling.  In Huckleberry Finn, remember the Grangerfords’ 

dead daughter?  She’s the one who started a lot of drawings and didn’t finish ‘em.  

Several — she died before she could finish.  She’d draw several arms and legs on ‘em 

and then she’d erase the ones that she wanted — didn’t want.  But when she died, she 

had some that still had several arms and legs and they framed ‘em.  Huckleberry said, 

“Gave it kind of a spidery effect.” 

 But she’d write poems about people’s obituaries that she read in the newspaper 

about people she didn’t know.  “Oh, little Tommy Tucker who fell down the well.  We 
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trust your soul is ever in Hell.”  You know, she’d draw pictures of women holding dead 

birds with little X’s for their eyes and say, “Oh, thou shalt send thy song abroad.  No 

more, alas.”  That’s sentimentality.  You know, that’s used in commercials and “My Big 

Fat Greek Wedding,” and other things that come at us with — you know, cheap shots to 

grab our hearts. 

 Oh, hey.  Men movies do that, too, as Hanks’ character points out in “Sleepless 

in Seattle.”  I always cry when Trini Lopez dies in “The Dirty Dozen,” you know.  It 

carries over into other areas.  But it is sentimentality.  It’s like when somebody says, 

“Oh, look at the little baby.”  Little is a sentimental word.  Anytime I come across little, 

my sentimentality alarms go off.  Little?  Little?  You ever seen a big baby?  They’re 

hideous.  They have these things in the mall, sprawled out over the whole thing.  “How 

old is your little boy?”  “He’s 3 months.”  “Ohhh.  I want to sign him right now.”  But 

enough of that, but it is.  It’s sentimentality and it appeals to certain people. 

 But why does the gambler kill himself?  He says, “He laid beneath this tree, he 

who was at once the strongest and yet the weakest of the outcasts of Poker Flat.”  Is he 

saying it was an act of cowardice to shoot himself through the heart with his Derringer?  

He hadn’t read Emily Dickinson.  What’s Dickinson say about freezing to death?  

Doesn’t sound too bad.  “As freezing persons recollect the snow, first chill, then stupor, 

then letting go.”  Once you get over that chill — brrrrrrrr — then you go into a stupor.  

I’m not recommending it.  But, at the same time, you know, there’s things to be said for 

it besides a Derringer. 

 Okay.  All right.  Well, we have Ambrose Bierce next time, one of the great 
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stories.  And check out the sentimentality, if it’s sentimental or not, of the white heron.  

See if you believe it is. 


