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MARK TWAI N- - THE LI CENSED JESTER (1943)

Mark Twai n has crashed the |ofty gates of the Everyman library, but only
with TOM SAWER and HUCKLEBERRY FI NN, already fairly well known under the
gui se of 'children's books' (which they are not). H's best and nost
characteristic books, ROUGHI NG I T, THE | NNOCENTS AT HOME, and even LIFE
ON THE M SSI SSIPPI, are little renenbered in this country, though no
doubt in Anerica the patriotismwhich is everywhere nixed up with
literary judgenment keeps them alive.

Al t hough Mark Twai n produced a surprising variety of books, ranging from
a nanby-panby 'life' of Joan of Arc to a panphlet so obscene that it has
never been publicly printed, all that is best in his work centres about
the M ssissippi river and the wild mning towns of the West. Born in 1835
(he came of a Southern family, a famly just rich enough to own one or
perhaps two sl aves), he had had his youth and early nanhood in the gol den
age of Anmerica, the period when the great plains were opened up, when
weal th and opportunity seened linitless, and human beings felt free

i ndeed were free, as they had never been before and nmay not be again for
centuries. LIFE ON THE M SSI SSI PPl and the two other books that | have
mentioned are a ragbag of anecdotes, scenic descriptions and socia

hi story both serious and burl esque, but they have a central theme which
coul d perhaps be put into these words: 'This is how hunan bei ngs behave
when they are not frightened of the sack.' In witing these books Mark
Twain is not consciously witing a hyytm to liberty. Primarily he is
interested in 'character', in the fantastic, alnmost lunatic variations
whi ch human nature is capabl e of when econom c pressure and tradition are
both removed fromit. The raftsnen, M ssissippi pilots, miners and
bandi ts whom he descri bes are probably not nuch exaggerated, but they are
as different from nodern nen, and from one another, as the gargoyles of a
nmedi eval cathedral. They could devel op their strange and sonetines
sinister individuality because of the lack of any outside pressure. The
State hardly existed, the churches were weak and spoke with many voi ces,
and |and was to be had for the taking. If you disliked your job you
simply hit the boss in the eye and noved further west; and noreover,
noney was so plentiful that the smallest coin in circulation was worth a
shilling. The American pioneers were not supermen, and they were not
especi al |y courageous. Whole towns of hardy gold miners let thenmselves be
terrorized by bandits whomthey | acked the public spirit to put down.
They were not even free fromclass distinctions. The desperado who

stal ked through the streets of the nining settlenent, with a Derringer
pistol in his waistcoat pocket and twenty corpses to his credit, was
dressed in a frock coat and shiny top-hat, described hinself firmy as a
"gentl eman' and was neticul ous about table manners. But at least it was
NOT the case that a man's destiny was settled fromhis birth. The 'l og
cabin to White House' nyth was true while the free land lasted. In a way,
it was for this that the Paris nmob had storned the Bastille, and when one
reads Mark Twain, Bret Harte and Whitman it is hard to feel that their
effort was wast ed.

However, Mark Twain ai med at being somet hing nore than a chronicler of
the M ssissippi and the Gold Rush. In his own day he was fanmous all over
the world as a hunorist and comic lecturer. In New York, London, Berlin,
Vi enna, Mel bourne and Cal cutta vast audi ences rocked with | aughter over

j okes which have now, al nost without exception, ceased to be funny. (It
is worth noticing that Mark Twain's lectures were only a success with
Angl o- Saxon and Gernman audi ences. The relatively grown-up Latin races--
whose own hunour, he conpl ai ned, al ways centred round sex and politics--
never cared for them) But in addition, Mark Twain had sone pretensions
to being a social critic, even a species of philosopher. He had in himan
i conocl astic, even revolutionary vein which he obviously wanted to foll ow
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up and yet sonehow never did follow up. He might have been a destroyer of
hunbugs and a prophet of denmpcracy nore val uabl e than Whitman, because
heal t hi er and nore hunorous. |nstead he becane that dubious thing a
"public figure', flattered by passport officials and entertained by
royalty, and his career reflects the deterioration in Arerican life that
set in after the GCivil War.

Mark Twai n has sonetines been conmpared with his contenmporary, Anatole
France. This conparison is not so pointless as it may sound. Both men
were the spiritual children of Voltaire, both had an ironical, sceptica
view of life, and a native pessim smoverlaid by gaiety; both knew that
the existing social order is a swindle and its cherished beliefs nostly
del usi ons. Both were bigoted atheists and convinced (in Mark Twain's case
this was Darwi n's doing) of the unbearable cruelty of the universe. But
there the resenbl ance ends. Not only is the Frenchman enornously nore

| earned, nore civilized, nore alive aesthetically, but he is also nore
courageous. He does attack the things he disbelieves in; he does not,

i ke Mark swain, always take refuge behind the ani able mask of the
"public figure' and the licensed jester. He is ready to risk the anger of
the Church and to take the unpopular side in a controversy--in the
Dreyfus case, for exanple. Mark Twain, except perhaps in one short essay
"What is Man?', never attacks established beliefs in a way that is likely
to get himinto trouble. Nor could he ever wean hinmself fromthe notion,
whi ch is perhaps especially an Anerican notion, that success and virtue
are the sane thing.

In LIFE ON THE M SSI SSIPPI there is a queer little illustration of the
central weakness of Mark Twain's character. In the earlier part of this
mai nl y aut obi ogr aphi cal book the dates have been altered. Mark Twain
descri bes his adventures as a M ssissippi pilot as though he had been a
boy of about seventeen at the time, whereas in fact he was a young man of
nearly thirty. There is a reason for this. The sanme part of the book
describes his exploits in the Gvil War, which were distinctly

i ngl ori ous. Moreover, Mark Twain started by fighting, if he can be said
to have fought, on the Southern side, and then changed his all egiance
before the war was over. This kind of behaviour is nore excusable in a
boy than in a man, whence the adjustnent of the dates. It is also clear
enough, however, that he changed si des because he saw that the North was
going to win; and this tendency to side with the stronger whenever
possible, to believe that m ght nmust be right, is apparent throughout his
career. In ROUGHING IT there is an interesting account of a bandit naned
Sl ade, who, among countl ess other outrages, had commtted twenty-eight
murders. It is perfectly clear that Mark Twain admires this disgusting
scoundrel . Slade was successful; therefore he was admirable. This
out | ook, no | ess comon today, is sunmed up in the significant Anmerican
expression 'to MAKE GOOD' .

In the noney-grubbing period that followed the Civil War it was hard for
anyone of Mark Twain's tenperanent to refuse to be a success. The ol d,
sinmple, stunmp-whittling, tobacco-chew ng denocracy which Abraham Li ncol n
typi fied was perishing: it was now the age of cheap immgrant |abour and
the growth of Big Business. Mark Twain mldly satirized his
contenporaries in The A LDED AGE, but he also gave himself up to the
prevai ling fever, and made and | ost vast suns of nobney. He even for a
peri od of years deserted witing for business; and he squandered his time
on buffooneries, not merely lecture tours and public banquets, but, for

i nstance, the witing of a book Iike A CONNECTI CUT YANKEE | N KI NG
ARTHUR' S COURT, which is a deliberate flattery of all that is worst and
nost vulgar in American |life. The nman who ni ght have been a kind of
rustic Voltaire becane the world's | eading after-dinner speaker, charnmng
ali ke for his anecdotes and his power to nake busi nessnen feel thenselves
public benefactors.
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It is usual to blame Mark Twain's wife for his failure to wite the books
he ought to have witten, and it is evident that she did tyrannize over
himpretty thoroughly. Each norning, Mark Twai n woul d show her what he
had witten the day before, and Ms. Clenens (Mark Twain's real nanme was
Sanuel Clenmens) would go over it with the blue pencil, cutting out
everyt hing that she thought unsuitable. She seems to have been a drastic
bl ue-pencill er even by nineteenth-century standards. There is an account
in WD. Howells's book My MARK TWAI N of the fuss that occurred over a
terrible expletive that had crept into HUCKLEBERRY FINN. Mark Twain
appeal ed to Howells, who admitted that it was 'just what Huck woul d have
sald', but agreed with Ms. Clenmens that the word coul d not possibly be
printed. The word was 'hell'. Nevertheless, no witer is really the
intellectual slave of his wife. Ms. Cl enmens could not have stopped Mark
Twain witing any book he really wanted to wite. She may have nmde his
surrender to society easier, but the surrender happened because of that
flaw in his own nature, his inability to despise success.

Several of Mark Twain's books are bound to survive, because they contain
i nval uabl e social history. His |ife covered the great period of Anerican
expansi on. When he was a child it was a normal day's outing to go with a
pi cnic lunch and watch the hanging of an Abolitionist, and when he died
t he aeropl ane was ceasing to be a novelty. This period in Amrerica
produced relatively little literature, and but for Mark Twai n our picture
of a M ssissippi paddl e-steaner, or a stage-coach crossing the plains,
woul d be much dinmrer than it is. But npst people who have studied his
work have come away with a feeling that he m ght have done sonething
nore. He gives all the while a strange inpression of being about to say
sonmet hing and then funking it, so that LIFE ON THE M SSI SSI PPl and t he
rest of them seemto be haunted by the ghost of a greater and nmuch nore
coherent book. Significantly, he starts his autobiography by remarking
that a man's inner life is indescribable. W do not know what he woul d
have said--it is just possible that the unprocurabl e panphlet, 1601
woul d supply a clue but we may guess that it would have wecked his
reputati on and reduced his incone to reasonabl e proportions.
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