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In one form or other, Mr. Samuel L.
Clemens has told the story of his life in
his books, and in sketching his career I shall
have to recur to the leading facts rather than
to offer fresh information. He was remotely
of Virginian origin and more remotely of
good English stock; the name was well-
known before his time in the South, where
a senator, a congressman and other digni-
taries had worn it; but his branch of the
family fled from the destitution of those vast
landed possessions in Tennessee, celebrated
in “The Gilded Age,” and went very poor
to Missouri. Mr. Clemens was born on the
3oth of November, 1835, at Florida in the
latter State, but his father removed shortly
afterward to Hannibal, a small town on the
Mississippi, where most of the humorist’s
boyhood was spent. Hannibal as a name
is hopelessly confused and ineffective; but
if we can know nothing of Mr. Clemens from
Hannibal, we can know much of Hannibal
from Mr. Clemens, who, in fact, has studied
a loafing, out-at-elbows, down-at-the-heels,
slave-holding, Mississippi river town of thirty
years ago, with such strong reality in his
boy’s romance of “Tom Sawyer,” that we need
inquire nothing further concerning the type.
The original perhaps no longer exists any-
where ; certainly not in Hannibal, which has
grown into a flourishing little city since Mr.
Clemens sketched it. In his time, the two
embattled forces of civilization and barbar-
ism were encamped at Hannibal, as they are
at all times and everywhere; the morality
of the place was the morality of a slave-
holding community: fierce, arrogant, one-
sided—this virtue for white, and that for
black folks; and the religion was Calvinism
in various phases, with its predestinate aristoc-
racy of saints and its rabble of hopelesssinners.
Doubtless, young Clemens escaped neither of
the opposing influences wholly. His people
like the rest were slave-holders; but his
father, like so many other slave-holders, ab-
horred slavery—silently, as he must in such a
time and place. If the boy's sense of justice
suffered anything of that perversion which so
curiously and pitiably maimed the reason of
the whole South, it does not appear in his
books, where there is not an ungenerous line,
but always, on the contrary, a burning resent-
ment of all manner of cruelty and wrong.

The father, an austere and singularly up-

right man, died bankrupt when Clemens was
twelve years old, and the boy had thereafter
to make what scramble he could for an edu-
cation. He got very little learning in school,
and like so many other Americans in whom
the literary impulse is native, he turned to
the local printing-office for some of the ad-
vantages from which he was otherwise cut
off. Certain records of the three years spent
in the Hannibal “ Courier” office are to be
found in Mark Twain’s book of sketches ; but
I believe there is yet no history anywhere of
the wanderjaire, iIn which he followed the
life of a jour-printer, from town to town, and
from city to city, penetrating even so far into
the vague and fabled East as Philadelphia
and New York.

He returned to his own country—his patria
—sated, if not satisfied, with travel, and at
seventeen he resolved to “learn the river”
from St. Louis to New Orleans as a steam-boat
pilot. Of this period of his life he has given
a full accountin the delightful series of papers,
“Piloting on the Mississippi,” which he
printed seven years ago in the ¢ Atlantic
Monthly.” The growth of the railroads and
the outbreak of the Civil War put an end to
profitable piloting, and at twenty-four he was
again open to a vocation. He listened for a
moment to the loudly calling drum of that
time, and he was actually in camp for three
weeks on the rebel side ; but the unorganized
force to which he belonged was disbanded,
and he finally did not “ go with his section ”
either in sentiment or in fact. His brother
having been appointed Lieutenant-Governor
of Nevada Territory, Mr. Clemens went out
with him as his private secretary ; but he soon
resigned his office and withdrew to the mines.
He failed as a miner, in the ordinary sense ;
but the life of the mining-camp yielded him
the wealth that the pockets of the mountain
denied; he had the Midas-touch, without
knowing it, and all these grotesque experi-
ences have since turned into gold under his
hand. After his failure as a miner had become
evident even to himself, he was glad to take
the place of local editor on the Virginia City
“ Enterprise,” a newspaper for which he had
amused himself in wnting from time to time.
He had written for the newspapers before
this ; few Americans escape that fate; and as
an apprentice in the Hannibal ¢ Courier”
office his humor had embroiled some of the
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leading citizens, and impaired the fortunes of
that journal by the alienation of several de-
linquent subscribers.

But it was in the “ Enterprise” that he
first used his pseudonym of « Mark Twain,”
which he borrowed from the vernacular of the
river, where the man heaving the lead calls

_out ¢ Mark twain | " instead of ¢ Mark two !”

In 1864, he accepted, on the San Francisco
« Morning Call,” the same sort of place
which he had held on the ¢ Enterprise,” and
he soon made his nom de guerre familiar © on
that coast ” ; he not only wrote “local items ”
in the “Call,” but he printed humorous
sketches in various periodicals, and, two
years later, he was sent to the Sandwich
Islands as correspondent of a Sacramento
paper.

When he came back he « entered the lect-
ure-field,” as it used to be phrased. Of these
facts there is, as all English-speaking readers
know, full record in ¢ Roughing It,” though
I think Mr. Clemens has not mentioned there
his association with that extraordinary group
of wits and poets, of whom Mr. Bret Harte,
Mr. Charles Warren Stoddard, Mr. Charles
H. Webb, Mr. Prentice Mulford, were, with
himself, the most conspicuous. These ingen-
jous young men, with the fatuity of gifted
people, had established a literary newspaper
in San Francisco, and they brilliantly cotper-
ated to its early extinction.

In 1867, Mr. Clemens made in the Quaker
City the excursion to Europe and the East
which he has commemorated in “The In-
nocents Abroad.” Shortly after his return he
married, and placed himself at Buffalo, where
he bought an interest in one of the city
newspapers; later he came to Hartford,
where he has since remained, except for the
two years spent in a second visit to Europe.
The incidents of this visit he has character-
istically used in “ A Tramp Abroad ”; and
in fact, I believe the only book of Mr.
Clemens’s which is not largely autobiograph-
ical, is «*The Prince and the Pauper”:
the scene being laid in England, in the early
part of the sixteenth century, the difficulties
presented to a nineteenth century autobiog-
rapher were insurmountable.

The habit of putting his own life, not
merely in its results but n its processes, into
his books, is only one phase of the frankness
of Mr. Clemens's humorous attitude. The
transparent disguise of the pseudonym once
granted him, he asks the reader to grant him
nothing else. In this, he differs wholly from
most other American humorists, who have
all found some sort of dramatization of their
personality desirable if not necessary. Charles
F. Browne, “ delicious” as he was when he
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dealt with us directly, preferred the disguise
of “Artemus Ward” the showman ; Mr. Locke
likes to figure as “ Petroleum V. Nasby,” the
cross-roads politician ; Mr. Shaw chooses to
masquerade as the saturnine philosopher
«Josh Billings”’; and each of these humorists
appeals to the grotesqueness of misspelling to
help out his fun. It was for Mr. Clemens to
reconcile the public to humor which con-
tented itself with the established absurdities
of English orthography; and I am inclined
to attribute to the example of his immense
success, the humane spirit which characterized
our recent popular humor. There is still
sufficient flippancy and brutality in it; but
there is no longer the stupid and monkeyish
cruelty of motive and intention which once
disgraced and insulted us. Except the po-
litical humorists, like Mr. Lowell—if there
were any like him—the American humorists
formerly chose the wrong in public matters;
they were on the side of slavery, of drunken-
ness, and of irreligion ; the friends of civiliza-
tion were their prey; their spirit was thoroughly
vulgar and base. Before “John Phoenix,” there
was scarcely any American humorist—not
of the distinctly literary sort—with whom one
could smile and keep one’s self-respect. The
great Artemus himself was not guiltless ; but
the most popular humorist who ever lived
has not to accuse himself, so far as I can
remember, of having written anything to
make one morally ashamed of liking him.
One can readily make one’s strictures : there
is often more than a suggestion of forcing
in his humor; sometimes 1t tends to horse-
play; sometimes the extravagance overleaps
itself, and falls flat on the other side; but
I cannot remember that in Mr. Clemens’s
books T have ever been asked to join him in
laughing at any good or really fine thing.
But I do not mean to leave him with this
negative praise; I mean to say of him that
as Shakspere, according to Mr. Lowell’s
saying, was the first to make poetry all poeti-
cal, Mark Twain was the first to make humor
all humorous. He has not only added more
in bulk to the style of harmless pleasures than
any other humorist; but more in the spirit
that is easily and wholly enjoyable. There is
nothing lost in literary attitude, in labored
dictionary funning, in affected quaintness, in
dreary dramatization, in artificial “dialect”;
Mark Tywain’s humor is as simple in form and
as direct as the statesmanship of Lincoln or
the generalship of Grant.

When I think how purely and wholly
American it is, I am a lttle puzzled at its
universal acceptance. We are doubtless the
most thoroughly homogeneous people that
ever existed as a great nation. There is such
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a parity in the experiences of Americans that
Mark Twain or Artemus Ward appeals as
unerringly to the consciousness of our fifty
millions as Goldoni appealed to that of his
hundred thousand Venetians. In one phrase,
we have somehow all “been there”; in fact,
generally, and in sympathy almost certainly,
we have been there. In another generation
or two, perhaps, it will be wholly different;
but as yet the average American 1s the man
who has risen ; he has known poverty, and
privation, and low conditions; he has very
often known squalor; and now, in his pros-
perity, he regards the past with a sort of large,
pitying amusement; he is not the least
ashamed of it; he does not feel that it char-
acterizes him any more than the future does.
Our humor springs from this multiform
American experience of life, and securely ad-
dresses itself—in reminiscence, in phrase,in its
whole material—to the intelligence bred oflike
experience. It is not of a class for a class;
it does not employ itself with the absurdities of
a tailor as a tailor; its conventions, if it has
any, are all new, and of American make.
When it mentions hash we smile because we
have each somehow known the cheap board-
ing-house or restaurant; when it alludes to
putting up stoves in the fall, each of us feels
the grime and rust of the pipes on his hands;
the introduction of the lightning-rod man, or
the book-agent, establishes our brotherhood
with the humorist at once. But how is it with
the vast English-speaking world outside of
these States, to which hash, and stove-pipes,
and lightning-rod men and book-agents are
as strange as lords and ladies, dungeon-
keeps and battlements are to us? Why, in
fine, should an English chiefjjustice keep
Mark Twain’s books always at hand? Why
should Darwin have gone to them for rest
and refreshment at midnight when spent with
scientific research ?

I suppose that Mark Twain transcends all
other American humorists in the universal
qualities. He deals very little with the pa-
thetic, which he nevertheless knows very well
how to manage, as he has shown, notably in
the true story of the old slave-mother; but
there is a poetic lift in his work, even when
he permits you to recognize it only as some-
thing satirized. There is always the touch of
nature, the presence of a sincere and frank
manliness in what he says, the companionship
of a spirit which is at once delightfully open
and deliciously shrewd. Elsewhere I have
tried to persuade the reader that his humor is
at its best the foamy break of the strong tide
of earnestness in lim. But it would be limit-
ing him unjustly to describe him as a satir-
ist; and it is hardly practicable to establish
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him in people’s minds as a moralist; he has
made them laugh too long; they will not
believe him serious ; they think some joke is
always intended. This is the penalty, as Dr.
Holmes has pointed out, of making one's
first success as a humorist. There was a
paper of Mark Twain’s printed in the “Atlantic
Monthly ” some years ago and called, ¢ The
Facts concerning the late Carnival of Crime in
Connecticut,” which ought to have won popu-
lar recognition of the ethical intelligence
which underlies his humor. It was, of course,
funny ; but under the fun it was an impas-
sioned study of the human conscience. Haw-
thorne or Bunyan might have been proud to
imagine that powerful allegory which had a
grotesque force far beyond either of them.
It had been read before a literary club in
Hartford ; a reverend gentleman had offered
the author his pulpit for the next Sunday if
he would give it as a homily there. Yet it
quite failed of the response I had hoped for
it, and I shall not insist here upon Mark
Twain as a moralist; though I warn the
reader that if he leaves out of the account an
indignant sense of right and wrong, a scorn
of all affectation and pretense, an ardent hate
of meanness and injustice, he will come in-
definitely short of knowing Mark Twain.

His powers as a story-teller were evident
in hundreds of brief sketches before he proved
them in “Tom Sawyer” and “ The Prince
and the Pauper.” Both of these books, aside
from the strength of characterization, are fas-
cinating as mere narratives, and I can think
of no writer living who has in higher degree
the art of interesting his reader from the first
word. This is a far rarer gift than we imag-
ine, and I shall not call it a subordinate
charm in Mark Twain’s books, rich as they
otherwise are. I have already had my say
about “ Tom Sawyer,” whose only fault is an
excess of reality in portraying the character
and conditions of south-western boyhood as it
was forty years ago, and which is full of that
poetic sympathy with nature and human na-
ture which I always find in Mark Twain.
“The Prince and the Pauper” has partic-
ularly interested me for the same qualities
which, in a study of the past, we call roman-
tic, but which alone can realize the past for us.
Occasionally the archaic diction gives way
and lets us down hard upon the Amer-
ican parlance of the nineteenth century ; but
mainly the illusion is admirably sustained, and
the tale is to be valued not only in itself, but
as an earnest of what Mr. Clemens might
do in fiction when he has fairly done with
autobiography in its various forms. His in-
vention is of the good old sort, like De Foe’s
more than that of any other English writer,
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and like that of the Spanish picturesque nov-
elists, Mendoza and the rest; it flows easily
from incident to incident, and does not
deepen into situation. In the romance it
operates as lightly and unfatiguingly as his
memory in the realistic story,

His books abound in passages of dramatic
characterization, and he is, as the reader
knows, the author of the most successful
American play. I believe Mr. Clemens has
never claimed the reconstruction of Colonel
Sellers for the stage; but he nevertheless
made the play, for whatever is good in it
came bodily from his share of the novel of
“ The Gilded Age.” It is a play which suc-
ceeds by virtue of the main personage, and
this personage, from first to last, is quite
outside of the dramatic action, which some-
times serves, and sometimes does not serve
the purpose of presenting Colonel Sellers.
Where the drama fails, Sellers rises superior
and takes the floor; and we forget the rest.
Mr. Raymond conceived the character won-
derfully well, and he plays it with an art that
ranks him to that extent with the great actors ;
but he has in nowise “created " it. If any
one “ created” Colonel Sellers, it was Mark
Twain, as the curious reader may see on
turning again to the novel; but I suspect
that Colonel Sellers was never created, except
as other men are; that he was found some-
where and transferred, living, to the book.

I prefer to speak of Mr. Clemens’s artistic
qualities because it is to these that his humor
will owe its perpetuity. All fashions change,
and nothing more wholly and quickly than
the fashion of fun; as any one may see by
turning back to what amused people in the
last generation; that stuff is terrible. As
Europe becomes more and more the play-
ground of Americans, and every scene and
association becomes insipidly familiar, the
jokes about the old masters and the legends
will no longer be droll to us. Neither shall
we care for the huge Californian mirth, when
the surprise of the picturesquely mixed civil-
ization and barbarism of the Pacific coast has
quite died away; and Mark Twain would
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pass with the conditions that have made him
intelligible, if he were not an artist of uncom-
mon power as well as a humorist. He por-
trays and interprets real types, not only with
exquisite appreciation and sympathy, but with
a force and truth of drawing that makes them
permanent. Artemus Ward was very funny,
that can never be denied; but it must be
owned that the figure of the literary showman
is as wholly factitious as his spelling; the
conception is one that has to be constantly
humored by the reader. But the innumerable
characters sketched by Mark Twain are actu-
alities, however caricatured,—and, usually,
they are not so very much caricatured. He
has brought back the expression of Western
humor to sympathy with the same orthography
of John Pheenix ; but Mark Twain is vastly
more original in form. Derby was weighed
upon by literary tradition; he was “aca-
demic” at times, but Mr. Clemens is never
“academic.” There is no drawing from casts;
in his work evidently the life has everywhere
been studied : and it is his apparent uncon-
sciousness of any other way of saying a thing
except the natural way that makes his books
so restful and refreshing. Our little nervous
literary sensibilities may suffer from his ex-
travagance, or from other traits of his manner,
but we have not to beat our breasts at the
dread apparition of Dickens’s or Thackeray’s
hand in his page. He is far too honest and
sincere a soul for that; and where he is obliged
to force a piece of humor to its climax—as
sometimes happens—he does not call in his
neighbors to help; he does it himself, and is
probably sorry that he had to do it.

I suppose that even in so slight and in-
formal a study as this, something like an
‘ analysis ” of our author’s humor is expected
But I much prefer not to make it. I have
observed that analyses of humor are apt to
leave one rather serious, and to result in an
entire volatilization of the humor. If the pre-
vailing spirit of Mark Twain’s humor is not a
sort of good-natured self-satire, in which the
reader may see his own absurdities reflected,
I scarcely should be able to determine it.

W. D. Howells.









