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    Samuel Clemens, now known by his pseudonym, Mark Twain, was born in Florida, a small town in Missouri, in 1835. Twain was born 30 years before the American Civil War, and the topic of slavery was one that was close to his heart and his literary work. He left school to become apprentice printer, typesetting and writing articles for his older brother, before becoming a riverboat pilot on the Mississippi River. Twain’s pen name comes from a navigational riverboat term, and the experiences that Twain had working on the river would go on to shape The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.


    Twain left Mississippi and began mining in Nevada. Although this venture was unsuccessful, Twain’s writing first rose to critical acclaim in 1865 with ‘The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County’, an account of a story that Twain heard while at a mining camp. In 1869, Twain published his first novel, entitled Innocents Abroad, but was discouraged by its poor reception. He had recently married, however, and with a new-born son and debts accumulating, he took up his pen again, writing several books, before writing The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, which is often referred to as the ‘Great American Novel’, in 1885.

  


  
    THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN


    A CONFLICT BETWEEN MORALITY AND LAW
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      	Reference edition: Twain, M. (2008) The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. London: Puffin Classics.
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    The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was written just 20 years after the end of the American Civil War. What makes the novel endure, however, is the debate that it creates among readers, even today. The novel recounts how a young white boy, Huck, helps a black slave, Jim, escape being sold down the Mississippi River. Huck helps Jim, even though he is torn about what is right, and believes that the world will see him as immoral for letting a black slave walk free. The novel was banned almost immediately, with Massachusetts librarians declaring that it was ‘not suitable for trash’. Twain realistically reflected the tones of speech that he heard in Southern states, but the dialogue appeared rough and uncultured to critics.


    Today, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is controversial for its prolific use of the word ‘nigger’. Although Twain was using a term that was commonplace and largely inoffensive in the 19th century, many people argue that it is harmful to see the term normalised in a text that is taught to children. Others believe that the anti-slavery message of the book is more important than the use of any single word. Regardless, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn remains a hugely significant text and the defining novel of an era in American history.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ESCAPE FROM SOCIETY


    Twain’s novel begins with a discussion of his prequel, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, which saw Huckleberry Finn rescued from the streets and brought into a respectable home to be brought up amongst civilisation and religion for the first time in his life. Huckleberry, or Huck as he is more commonly known, dislikes the constraints of normal life and rebels against them. Huck’s father kidnaps him from the Widow Douglas. Although Huck is relieved to be free, his father’s violence frightens him, and when he goes into town Huck fakes his own death by sawing his way out of the cabin and slaughtering a pig on the ground. Huck then steals a canoe and runs away to live on Jackson’s Island.


    After a couple of days on the island, Huck discovers a fire, and although worried, he searches for his fellow inhabitant and finds Jim, a slave belonging to Miss Watson, the Widow Douglas’ sister. Jim overheard Miss Watson planning to sell him down the river to a slave trader and ran away to Jackson’s Island to avoid capture. Jim claims that a storm is going to hit the island, and it does, the river rising around Huck and Jim for 12 days in a row. Debris floats past the island, and eventually a log cabin goes past, with a dead man who has been shot in the back inside it. Jim protects Huck from seeing his father and does not tell him that it was him. Huck and Jim take whatever is useful from the house and pack it into their canoes.


    Huck leaves a dead rattlesnake in Jim’s bed as a trick, but when Jim gets into bed, the snake’s mate bites his ankle. Huck kills the snake and carries both snakes from the bed, embarrassed. Jim does not recover from the bite for four days, and Huck is truly repentant. Huck disguises himself as a young girl and goes into town to find news. Huck finds a woman who talks for over an hour before revealing that Jim and Huck’s father are suspects in Huck’s murder, and that they are suspected to be hiding out on Jackson’s Island. Huck runs back to Jackson’s Island and tells Jim to put everything in a canoe. They tie their belongings to a raft which floats alongside them and shove off into the Mississippi River.


    DOWNSTREAM


    Huck and Jim travel at night to avoid capture, and sleep along the shore during the day. During this time Huck is conscience-stricken by the fact that he is breaking the law by helping Jim escape. Huck wrestles with the immorality of breaking the law, but ultimately decides that helping Jim is worth it. The weather grows stormy again, and when Huck and Jim pass a wrecked steamboat along the riverbank, they stop alongside it. However, when they climb aboard, Huck and Jim overhear an argument between thieves discussing murder. Frightened, Huck and Jim escape unnoticed.


    The bad weather continues, and a thick fog rolls into the river. When the pair stop to tie up the raft, it floats away before Huck can secure it. Huck and Jim are separated by a large island, and although they call to each other throughout the night, they are not reunited until the next morning. Huck decides to trick Jim and tell him that their separation was only a dream, but Jim quickly sees through him and is incredibly hurt by the prank. “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” (p.134). Huck feels guilty and apologises for what he has done.


    Huck and Jim are searching for the town of Cairo, Illinois, but as the days pass the two realise that they must have passed the town in the fog. They decide to turn and paddle upstream, but overnight the canoe drifts away from its moorings, leaving Huck and Jim with only their raft. As Huck and Jim drift along, their raft is crashed into by a steamboat and they have to jump overboard to save themselves. Huck washes up on the riverbank by holding onto a piece of wood for buoyancy, but Jim is nowhere to be seen. Surrounded by dogs, Huck is rooted to the spot he washed up on. A man emerges from a nearby farmhouse and welcomes Huck into the Grangerford household.


    RETURN TO CIVILISATION


    Huck finds himself at the centre of a family feud between the Grangerfords and the Shepherdsons. He is taken in by the Grangerfords, and discovers that Jim too has escaped the river, and is hiding out in a swamp. Meanwhile the feud reaches a fever pitch when Sophia, a daughter of the Grangerfords, and a son of the Shepherdsons decide to elope together. All of the Grangerford men are killed in the resulting fracas, and Huck takes the opportunity to leave the scene with Jim.


    Huck and Jim rescue two men on the river who call themselves the King and the Duke. It becomes apparent that the pair are confidence tricksters who make their money through ploys and scams along the river. The King and the Duke commandeer the raft and steer it to their whims, stopping at the house of three orphan girls in order to relieve them of their inheritance. The King and the Duke pretend to be the girls’ uncles, and they are so excited to see them that they fall for their plot. Huck attempts to foil the King and the Duke’s plans, but they escape and join Huck and Jim on the raft once again. The King and the Duke’s next plan is to sell Jim into slavery again, which they do by claiming he is a runaway from New Orleans. Huck, desperate to be reunited with Jim, walks up to the household he has been sold into and finds that his new owner is Tom Sawyer’s aunt, Sally.


    Huck promptly pretends to be Tom, and when Tom does arrive, he pretends to be his little brother Sid. The boys discover that Jim is being kept in a shed outside the property and spread rumours around the town that a group of thieves could steal Jim. That night they liberate Jim, but as they are escaping a group of townspeople pursue them, and Tom is shot in the leg. Huck has to fetch a doctor for Tom, and the doctor puts Jim in chains to stop him escaping. At this time Tom’s Aunt Polly shows up at the house, having realised there was mischief afoot when Aunt Sally wrote saying that Sid and Tom were with her. Aunt Polly reveals that Jim was freed when the Widow Douglas passed away, a stipulation the widow had declared in her will. Huck and Tom give Jim 40dollars “for being prisoner for us so patient” (p.450). Jim finally reveals that Huck’s father was dead in the house that floated past them on Jackson’s Island. The novel ends with Huck’s rejection of civilisation: “I got to light out for the Territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally says she’s going to adopt me and sivilise me, and I can’t stand it. I been there before” (p451).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HUCK FINN


    Huck Finn is arguably the most complicated character in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. He is a character who represents individualism, rejecting the constraints that society and religion press upon him. He is also an intensely moral character, wrestling with the implications of breaking the law while staying true to his own set of values. Huck regrets playing tricks on Jim, and in his own way overthrows the constraints placed on him by white society. Finding it difficult to justify apologising to Jim, Huck claims, “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” (p.135). However, Huck can be gullible and follows Tom Sawyer’s lead near the end of the novel.


    JIM


    As a representative of black slavery, Jim’s character can often appear superstitious, emotive and even foolish. Jim’s thick dialect often makes his passages difficult to read, and these signs can blind the reader to the depth in his character. Jim’s predictions, although based on superstition, very often come true in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. For example, Jim predicts the storm that hits while he and Huck are on Jackson’s Island, citing the birds and the patterns that they make with their feet. Jim also predicts that he will be rich but finds his real wealth with the ownership of himself, claiming, “I owns myself, en I’s with eight hund’d dollars” (p.73). Jim is also sensitive to Huck’s feelings and protects him from seeing his dead father, cooks for him, yet holds him accountable for his actions. Jim is one of the most vulnerable characters in the novel, his life and his freedom constantly in peril. His sensitivity and intelligence in the face of that vulnerability make Jim a realistic, if not always empowered character.


    TOM SAWYER


    Tom Sawyer is portrayed as a mischievous and fanciful character. As described in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Tom has had a conventional middle-class upbringing in society, and as a result he is more influenced by civilisation than Huck. Moreover, Tom believes in convention, much of which he has plucked from novels. Tom’s pranks and tricks are a parallel to Huck’s earlier in the novel. He puts snakes in Jim’s prison and makes life uncomfortable for him. All the while, Tom knows that Jim is a free man, Miss Watson having died. Tom even risks Jim’s life, as near the end of the novel he, Huck and Jim are pursued by angry townspeople with guns. Although Tom’s youth makes these pranks seem innocent, they are a frightening reminder of the control that white society held over black slaves.


    THE KING AND THE DUKE


    Huck and Jim find the King and the Duke in the river and rescue them. Their cons and schemes are transparent, even to a child like Huck, who says, “It didn’t take me long to make up my mind that these liars weren’t no kings nor dukes at all, but just low-down humbugs and frauds” (p.194). The King and the Duke become increasingly controlling towards Huck and Jim, and as the group progress along the river, their schemes become more and more immoral. Their grifting and fraudulence once again echo the cruel effects that the tricks of Huck and Tom have on Jim, as Twain explores the depths to which greed can drive society. Having failed to steal an orphan’s inheritance, the King and the Duke sell Jim back into slavery for 40dollars. This breaks Huck’s heart and is a culmination of immorality in the novel, once again showing the greed and immorality of slavery and white control.


    THE WIDOW DOUGLAS AND MISS WATSON


    The Widow Douglas and Miss Watson are two sisters who represent religion and civilisation in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. No matter how hard Huck tries, the constraints of regular life are painful to him: “The Widow Douglas, she took me for her son, and allowed she would sivilize me; but it was rough living in the house all the time, considering how dismal regular and decent the widow was in all her ways” (p.2). The clothes, regular meals and religious practices of the two sisters are intolerable to Huck, who grew up wild and free. Huck attempts to be good for the widow, who treats him kindly, but disregards pleasing Miss Watson, who is stern and more religious than her sister, threatening Huck with eternal damnation and
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