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      Context

      
      Mark twain was born Samuel
         Langhorne Clemens in the town of Florida, Missouri, in 1835.
         When he was four years old, his family moved to Hannibal, a town
         on the Mississippi River much like the towns depicted in his two
         most famous novels, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876)
         and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884).

      
      Clemens spent his young life in a fairly affluent family
         that owned a number of household slaves. The death of Clemens’s
         father in 1847, however, left the family
         in hardship. Clemens left school, worked for a printer, and, in 1851,
         having finished his apprenticeship, began to set type for his brother
         Orion’s newspaper, the Hannibal Journal. But Hannibal
         proved too small to hold Clemens, who soon became a sort of itinerant
         printer and found work in a number of American cities, including
         New York and Philadelphia. 
      

      
      While still in his early twenties, Clemens
         gave up his printing career in order to work on riverboats on the
         Mississippi. Clemens eventually became a riverboat pilot, and his
         life on the river influenced him a great deal. Perhaps most important,
         the riverboat life provided him with the pen name Mark Twain, derived
         from the riverboat leadsmen’s signal—“By the mark, twain”—that the water
         was deep enough for safe passage. Life on the river also gave Twain
         material for several of his books, including the raft scenes of Huckleberry
            Finn and the material for his autobiographical Life
            on the Mississippi (1883).

      
      Clemens continued to work on the river until 1861,
         when the Civil War exploded across America and shut down the Mississippi for
         travel and shipping. Although Clemens joined a Confederate cavalry
         division, he was no ardent Confederate, and when his division deserted
         en masse, he did too. He then made his way west with his brother
         Orion, working first as a silver miner in Nevada and then stumbling
         into his true calling, journalism. In 1863,
         Clemens began to sign articles with the name Mark Twain.
      

      
      Throughout the late 1860s and 1870s,
         Twain’s articles, stories, memoirs, and novels, characterized by
         an irrepressible wit and a deft ear for language and dialect, garnered
         him immense celebrity. His novel The Innocents Abroad (1869) was
         an instant bestseller, and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) received
         even greater national acclaim and cemented Twain’s position as a
         giant in American literary circles. As the nation prospered economically
         in the post–Civil War period—an era that came to be known as the
         Gilded Age, an epithet that Twain coined—so too did Twain. His books were
         sold door-to-door, and he became wealthy enough to build a large
         house in Hartford, Connecticut, for himself and his wife, Olivia,
         whom he had married in 1870.
      

      
      Twain began work on Huckleberry Finn, a
         sequel to Tom Sawyer, in an effort to capitalize
         on the popularity of the earlier novel. This new novel took on a
         more serious character, however, as Twain focused increasingly on
         the institution of slavery and the South. Twain soon set Huckleberry
            Finn aside, perhaps because its darker tone did not fit
         the optimistic sentiments of the Gilded Age. In the early 1880s,
         however, the hopefulness of the post–Civil War years began to fade.
         Reconstruction, the political program designed to reintegrate the
         defeated South into the Union as a slavery-free region, began to
         fail. The harsh measures the victorious North imposed only embittered
         the South. Concerned about maintaining power, many Southern politicians
         began an effort to control and oppress the black men and women whom
         the war had freed.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Twain’s personal life began to collapse. His
         wife had long been sickly, and the couple lost their first son after
         just nineteen months. Twain also made a number of poor investments
         and financial decisions and, in 1891, found
         himself mired in debilitating debt. As his personal fortune dwindled,
         he continued to devote himself to writing. Drawing from his personal
         plight and the prevalent national troubles of the day, he finished
         a draft of Huckleberry Finn in 1883,
         and by 1884 had it ready for publication.
         The novel met with great public and critical acclaim.
      

      
      Twain continued to write over the next ten years. He published two
         more popular novels, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889)
         and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894),
         but went into a considerable decline afterward, never again publishing
         work that matched the high standard he had set with Huckleberry
            Finn. Personal tragedy also continued to hound Twain: his
         finances remained troublesome, and within the course of a few years,
         his wife and two of his daughters passed away. Twain’s writing from
         this period until the end of his life reflects a depression and
         a sort of righteous rage at the injustices of the world. Despite
         his personal troubles, however, Twain continued to enjoy immense
         esteem and fame and continued to be in demand as a public speaker
         until his death in 1910.
      

      
      The story of Huckleberry Finn, however,
         does not end with the death of its author. Through the twentieth
         century, the novel has become famous not merely as the crown jewel
         in the work of one of America’s preeminent writers, but also as
         a subject of intense controversy. The novel occasionally has been
         banned in Southern states because of its steadfastly critical take
         on the South and the hypocrisies of slavery. Others have dismissed Huckleberry
            Finn as vulgar or racist because it uses the word nigger, a term whose connotations obscure the novel’s deeper themes—which
         are unequivocally antislavery—and even prevent some from reading
         and enjoying it altogether. The fact that the historical context
         in which Twain wrote made his use of the word insignificant—and,
         indeed, part of the realism he wanted to create—offers little solace
         to some modern readers. Ultimately, The Adventures of Huckleberry
            Finn has proved significant not only as a novel that explores
         the racial and moral world of its time but also, through the controversies
         that continue to surround it, as an artifact of those same moral
         and racial tensions as they have evolved to the present day.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      The Adventures of Huckleberry
            Finn opens by familiarizing us with the events of the
         novel that preceded it, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Both
         novels are set in the town of St. Petersburg, Missouri, which lies
         on the banks of the Mississippi River. At the end of
         Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn, a poor boy with a drunken bum for
         a father, and his friend Tom Sawyer, a middle-class boy with an imagination
         too active for his own good, found a robber’s stash of gold. As
         a result of his adventure, Huck gained quite a bit of money, which
         the bank held for him in trust. Huck was adopted by the Widow Douglas,
         a kind but stifling woman who lives with her sister, the self-righteous
         Miss Watson.
      

      
      As Huckleberry Finn opens, Huck
         is none too thrilled with his new life of cleanliness, manners,
         church, and school. However, he sticks it out at the bequest of
         Tom Sawyer, who tells him that in order to take part in Tom’s new
         “robbers’ gang,” Huck must stay “respectable.” All is well and good
         until Huck’s brutish, drunken father, Pap, reappears in town and
         demands Huck’s money. The local judge, Judge Thatcher, and the Widow
         try to get legal custody of Huck, but another well-intentioned new
         judge in town believes in the rights of Huck’s natural father and
         even takes the old drunk into his own home in an attempt to reform him.
         This effort fails miserably, and Pap soon returns to his old ways. He
         hangs around town for several months, harassing his son, who in the
         meantime has learned to read and to tolerate the Widow’s attempts to
         improve him. Finally, outraged when the Widow Douglas warns him to
         stay away from her house, Pap kidnaps Huck and holds him in a cabin
         across the river from St. Petersburg.
      

      
      Whenever Pap goes out, he locks Huck in the cabin, and
         when he returns home drunk, he beats the boy. Tired of his confinement
         and fearing the beatings will worsen, Huck escapes from Pap by faking his
         own death, killing a pig and spreading its blood all over the cabin.
         Hiding on Jackson’s Island in the middle of the Mississippi River,
         Huck watches the townspeople search the river for his body. After
         a few days on the island, he encounters Jim, one of Miss Watson’s
         slaves. Jim has run away from Miss Watson after hearing her talk
         about selling him to a plantation down the river, where he would
         be treated horribly and separated from his wife and children. Huck
         and Jim team up, despite Huck’s uncertainty about the legality or
         morality of helping a runaway slave. While they camp out on the
         island, a great storm causes the Mississippi to flood. Huck and Jim
         spy a log raft and a house floating past the island. They capture the
         raft and loot the house, finding in it the body of a man who has been
         shot. Jim refuses to let Huck see the dead man’s face.
      

      
      Although the island is blissful, Huck and Jim
         are forced to leave after Huck learns from a woman onshore that
         her husband has seen smoke coming from the island and believes that
         Jim is hiding out there. Huck also learns that a reward has been
         offered for Jim’s capture. Huck and Jim start downriver on the raft,
         intending to leave it at the mouth of the Ohio River and proceed
         up that river by steamboat to the free states, where slavery is
         prohibited. Several days’ travel takes them past St. Louis, and
         they have a close encounter with a gang of robbers on a wrecked
         steamboat. They manage to escape with the robbers’ loot.
      

      
      During a night of thick fog, Huck and Jim miss the mouth
         of the Ohio and encounter a group of men looking for escaped slaves. Huck
         has a brief moral crisis about concealing stolen “property”—Jim,
         after all, belongs to Miss Watson—but then lies to the men and tells
         them that his father is on the raft suffering from smallpox. Terrified
         of the disease, the men give Huck money and hurry away. Unable to
         backtrack to the mouth of the Ohio, Huck and Jim continue downriver.
         The next night, a steamboat slams into their raft, and Huck and
         Jim are separated.
      

      
      Huck ends up in the home of the kindly Grangerfords, a
         family of Southern aristocrats locked in a bitter and silly feud
         with a neighboring clan, the Shepherdsons. The elopement of a Grangerford daughter
         with a Shepherdson son leads to a gun battle in which many in the
         families are killed. While Huck is caught up in the feud, Jim shows
         up with the repaired raft. Huck hurries to Jim’s hiding place, and
         they take off down the river.
      

      
      A few days later, Huck and Jim rescue a pair of men who
         are being pursued by armed bandits. The men, clearly con artists,
         claim to be a displaced English duke (the duke) and the long-lost
         heir to the French throne (the dauphin). Powerless to tell two white
         adults to leave, Huck and Jim continue down the river with the pair
         of “aristocrats.” The duke and the dauphin pull several
         scams in the small towns along the river. Coming into one town,
         they hear the story of a man, Peter Wilks, who has recently died
         and left much of his inheritance to his two brothers, who should
         be arriving from England any day. The duke and the dauphin enter
         the town pretending to be Wilks’s brothers. Wilks’s three nieces
         welcome the con men and quickly set about liquidating the estate.
         A few townspeople become skeptical, and Huck, who grows to admire
         the Wilks sisters, decides to thwart the scam. He steals the dead
         Peter Wilks’s gold from the duke and the dauphin but is forced to
         stash it in Wilks’s coffin. Huck then reveals all to the eldest
         Wilks sister, Mary Jane. Huck’s plan for exposing the duke and the
         dauphin is about to unfold when Wilks’s real brothers arrive from
         England. The angry townspeople hold both sets of Wilks claimants,
         and the duke and the dauphin just barely escape in the ensuing confusion.
         Fortunately for the sisters, the gold is found. Unfortunately for
         Huck and Jim, the duke and the dauphin make it back to the raft just
         as Huck and Jim are pushing off.
      

      
      After a few more small scams, the duke and dauphin commit their
         worst crime yet: they sell Jim to a local farmer, telling him Jim is
         a runaway for whom a large reward is being offered. Huck finds out
         where Jim is being held and resolves to free him. At the house where
         Jim is a prisoner, a woman greets Huck excitedly and calls him “Tom.”
         As Huck quickly discovers, the people holding Jim are none other
         than Tom Sawyer’s aunt and uncle, Silas and Sally Phelps. The Phelpses
         mistake Huck for Tom, who is due to arrive for a visit, and Huck
         goes along with their mistake. He intercepts Tom between the Phelps
         house and the steamboat dock, and Tom pretends to be his own younger
         brother, Sid.
      

      
      Tom hatches a wild plan to free Jim, adding all
         sorts of unnecessary obstacles even though Jim is only lightly secured.
         Huck is sure Tom’s plan will get them all killed, but he complies
         nonetheless. After a seeming eternity of pointless preparation,
         during which the boys ransack the Phelps’s house and make Aunt Sally
         miserable, they put the plan into action. Jim is freed, but a pursuer
         shoots Tom in the leg. Huck is forced to get a doctor, and Jim sacrifices
         his freedom to nurse Tom. All are returned to the Phelps’s house,
         where Jim ends up back in chains.
      

      
      When Tom wakes the next morning, he reveals that
         Jim has actually been a free man all along, as Miss Watson, who
         made a provision in her will to free Jim, died two months earlier.
         Tom had planned the entire escape idea all as a game and had intended
         to pay Jim for his troubles. Tom’s Aunt Polly then shows up, identifying
         “Tom” and “Sid” as Huck and Tom. Jim tells Huck, who fears for his
         future—particularly that his father might reappear—that the body
         they found on the floating house off Jackson’s Island had been Pap’s.
         Aunt Sally then steps in and offers to adopt Huck, but Huck, who
         has had enough “sivilizing,” announces his plan to set out for the
         West.
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Huckleberry Finn -  The protagonist and narrator of the novel. Huck is
            the thirteen-year-old son of the local drunk of St. Petersburg,
            Missouri, a town on the Mississippi River. Frequently forced to
            survive on his own wits and always a bit of an outcast, Huck is
            thoughtful, intelligent (though formally uneducated), and willing to
            come to his own conclusions about important matters, even if these
            conclusions contradict society’s norms. Nevertheless, Huck is still
            a boy, and is influenced by others, particularly by his imaginative friend,
            Tom.
         

      

      
      
         Tom Sawyer -  Huck’s
            friend, and the protagonist of Tom Sawyer, the
            novel to which Huckleberry Finn is ostensibly the sequel.
            In Huckleberry Finn, Tom serves as a foil to Huck:
            imaginative, dominating, and given to wild plans taken from the
            plots of adventure novels, Tom is everything that Huck is not. Tom’s
            stubborn reliance on the “authorities” of romance novels leads him
            to acts of incredible stupidity and startling cruelty. His rigid
            adherence to society’s conventions aligns Tom with the “sivilizing”
            forces that Huck learns to see through and gradually abandons.
         

      

      
      
         Widow Douglas and Miss Watson -  Two wealthy sisters who live together in a large
            house in St. Petersburg and who adopt Huck. The gaunt and severe
            Miss Watson is the most prominent representative of the hypocritical religious
            and ethical values Twain criticizes in the novel. The Widow Douglas
            is somewhat gentler in her beliefs and has more patience with the
            mischievous Huck. When Huck acts in a manner contrary to societal
            expectations, it is the Widow Douglas whom he fears disappointing.
         

      

      
      
         Jim - 	One
            of Miss Watson’s household slaves. Jim is superstitious and occasionally
            sentimental, but he is also intelligent, practical, and ultimately
            more of an adult than anyone else in the novel. Jim’s frequent acts of
            selflessness, his longing for his family, and his friendship with
            both Huck and Tom demonstrate to Huck that humanity has nothing
            to do with race. Because Jim is a black man and a runaway slave,
            he is at the mercy of almost all the other characters in the novel and
            is often forced into ridiculous and degrading situations.
         

      

      
      
         Pap - 	Huck’s
            father, the town drunk and ne’er-do-well. Pap is a wreck when he
            appears at the beginning of the novel, with disgusting, ghostlike
            white skin and tattered clothes. The illiterate Pap disapproves
            of Huck’s education and beats him frequently. Pap represents both
            the general debasement of white society and the failure of family
            structures in the novel.
         

      

      
      
         The duke and the dauphin  - A pair of con men whom Huck and Jim rescue as they
            are being run out of a river town. The older man, who appears to
            be about seventy, claims to be the “dauphin,” the son of King Louis
            XVI and heir to the French throne. The younger man, who is about thirty,
            claims to be the usurped Duke of Bridgewater. Although Huck quickly
            realizes the men are frauds, he and Jim remain at their mercy, as
            Huck is only a child and Jim is a runaway slave. The duke and the
            dauphin carry out a number of increasingly disturbing swindles as
            they travel down the river on the raft.
         

      

      
      
         Judge Thatcher  - The local judge who shares responsibility for Huck with
            the Widow Douglas and is in charge of safeguarding the money that
            Huck and Tom found at the end of Tom Sawyer. When
            Huck discovers that Pap has returned to town, he wisely signs his
            fortune over to the Judge, who doesn’t really accept the money,
            but tries to comfort Huck. Judge Thatcher has a daughter, Becky,
            who was Tom’s girlfriend in Tom Sawyer and whom Huck calls “Bessie”
            in this novel.
         

      

      
      
         The Grangerfords -  A family that takes Huck in after a steamboat hits
            his raft, separating him from Jim. The kindhearted Grangerfords,
            who offer Huck a place to stay in their tacky country home, are
            locked in a long-standing feud with another local family, the Shepherdsons.
            Twain uses the two families to engage in some rollicking humor and
            to mock a overly romanticizes ideas about family honor. Ultimately,
            the families’ sensationalized feud gets many of them killed.
         

      

      
      
         The Wilks family  - At one point during their travels, the duke and the
            dauphin encounter a man who tells them of the death of a local named
            Peter Wilks, who has left behind a rich estate. The man inadvertently
            gives the con men enough information to allow them to pretend to
            be Wilks’s two brothers from England, who are the recipients of
            much of the inheritance. The duke and the dauphin’s subsequent conning
            of the good-hearted and vulnerable Wilks sisters is the first step
            in the con men’s increasingly cruel series of scams, which culminate
            in the sale of Jim.
         

      

      
      
         Silas and Sally Phelps -  Tom Sawyer’s aunt and uncle, whom Huck coincidentally
            encounters in his search for Jim after the con men have sold him.
            Sally is the sister of Tom’s aunt, Polly. Essentially good people,
            the Phelpses nevertheless hold Jim in custody and try to return
            him to his rightful owner. Silas and Sally are the unknowing victims
            of many of Tom and Huck’s “preparations” as they try to free Jim.
            The Phelpses are the only intact and functional family in this novel,
            yet they are too much for Huck, who longs to escape their “sivilizing” influence.
         

      

      
      
         Aunt Polly - 	
            Tom Sawyer’s aunt and guardian and Sally Phelps’s sister. Aunt Polly
            appears at the end of the novel and properly identifies Huck, who
            has pretended to be Tom, and Tom, who has pretended to be his own younger
            brother, Sid.
         

      

      
   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Huck Finn

         
         From the beginning of the novel, Twain makes it clear
            that Huck is a boy who comes from the lowest levels of white society.
            His father is a drunk and a ruffian who disappears for months on
            end. Huck himself is dirty and frequently homeless. Although the
            Widow Douglas attempts to “reform” Huck, he resists her attempts
            and maintains his independent ways. The community has failed
            to protect him from his father, and though the Widow finally gives
            Huck some of the schooling and religious training that he had missed,
            he has not been indoctrinated with social values in the same way
            a middle-class boy like Tom Sawyer has been. Huck’s distance from
            mainstream society makes him skeptical of the world around him and
            the ideas it passes on to him.
         

         
         Huck’s instinctual distrust and his experiences as he
            travels down the river force him to question the things society
            has taught him. According to the law, Jim is Miss Watson’s property,
            but according to Huck’s sense of logic and fairness, it seems “right”
            to help Jim. Huck’s natural intelligence and his willingness to
            think through a situation on its own merits lead him to some conclusions
            that are correct in their context but that would shock white society.
            For example, Huck discovers, when he and Jim meet a group of slave-hunters,
            that telling a lie is sometimes the right course of action.
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