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  Context


  Mark Twain was the pseudonym of Samuel L. Clemens, who was born in the tiny town of Florida, Missouri, in 1835. The family moved to Hannibal, Missouri, when Clemens was four. His father died when he was 12, and he was apprenticed to a printer at the Hannibal Courier. He left home early and made his living as a typesetter in various towns in the Midwest and New York and then worked on a riverboat on the Mississippi. He served for two weeks during the Civil War in the Missouri militia before he and his whole company deserted. He went West and worked as a prospector and a journalist in the Nevada Territory and California. In 1867, he moved to the Northeast and began traveling in Europe and Palestine. His literary career began in earnest with The Innocents Abroad in 1868. He wrote many successful novels during the next two decades, including Tom Sawyer (1876) and Huckleberry Finn (1884).


  A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court met with mixed reviews when it was published in 1889. The British especially took offense at the novel, feeling that it maligned their history and culture and disgraced the ideals of King Arthur and his Round Table. Others hailed it as a triumph, full of genuine insight and sensitivity to social injustices throughout the ages. Many critics call attention to the cynical ending as evidence of Twain's own disenchantment with the promises of technology and progress as a result of his financial hardships, particularly the failure of an automatic typesetting machine in which he had invested. His later works share this tone of disillusionment. He died in 1910, survived by only one of his four children.


  Overall Analysis


  The Yankee is a product of nineteenth-century America and detests the unfairness inherent in sixth-century institutions of inherited rank and social stratification. He blames the Catholic Church for providing justifications for social inequality, and he wants to destroy the Church's potential for abuse by breaking it into separate sects that people could join at will. The Yankee is an idealist and believes firmly in the power of technology to improve people's lives and bring about positive social change. In the end, though, as R. L. Fisher observes, the book loses its idealistic tone, and the promise of technology falls short of the Yankee's lofty goals: "For while it mocks the British monarchy, it also makes a mockery of Hank Morgan's hope that technology might further the moral improvement of humanity."


  Characters


  
    The Yankee (or Hank Morgan) - The central character and narrator of most of the book, his name is not given until close to the end. He is identified in various ways by the other characters in the book, most often by the title given to him by the common people of England, "The Boss." He is practical, business-minded, hard-working, determined, resourceful, intelligent, and possessed of an unbelievably good memory. He has a firm idea of right and wrong, and he is a staunch proponent of American democratic and capitalistic ideals. He believes in the power of technology and progress and detests narrow-minded adherence to superstition. He is a devout Protestant who values religious freedom and blames the Established Catholic Church for many of the ills of medieval society. He is a born leader, and the idea of inherited rank and strict social stratification disgusts him.

  


  
    Clarence (or Amyas le Poulet) - The Yankee's most trusted friend. He begins as a friendly but fairly ignorant page who takes a liking to the Yankee and offers him aid. He responds magnificently to the Yankee's tutelage and, by the end of the book, becomes thoroughly indoctrinated in the manners, speech, skills, and ideology of nineteenth-century America.

  


  
    Sandy (or Alisande) - A pretty but somewhat flighty damsel who comes to Arthur's court seeking assistance and becomes attached to the Yankee. The Yankee finds her terribly annoying at first, but she proves to be quite useful and pleasant. She is a product of her times in every way, believing fully in the righteousness of social stratification and the power of the supernatural, but she improves greatly through her contact with the Yankee and even teaches him a thing or two.

  


  
    King Arthur - A wise and gracious king. He tries his best, but he has a full share of the prejudices and superstitions of the day. The Yankee's opinion of his intellectual capacity varies, but he is capable of learning and of correcting his mistakes.

  


  
    Merlin - A hack magician with the fatal flaw of actually believing in his own sleight of hand. Merlin is deceptive and petty and terribly vindictive; he would be an incredibly dangerous person if any of his tricks ever worked.

  


  
    Sir Launcelot - The shining pinnacle of chivalry, often referred to as "The Invincible." He is noble and gracious and generally good in every way that can be expected from a man of his era, except for his tragic passion for Guenever.

  


  
    Guenever - Arthur's beautiful queen. Everyone in the country knows of her indiscretions, except Arthur, of course.

  


  
    Sir Sagramor le Desirous - Your average haughty, block-headed knight. He angers quickly and holds a grudge.

  


  
    Sir Dinadan - A knight who fancies himself a comedian. The sixth century finds him funny enough, but the Yankee simply cannot abide a particular joke of his.

  


  
    Morgan Le Fay - A vicious but beautiful and genteel queen. Arthur is her brother, but she hates him passionately.

  


  
    Sir Kay - A cowardly and ineffective knight, who happens to be Arthur's foster brother and seneschal.

  


  
    Marco - A humble charcoal-burner, fairly representative of the poor-spirited peasants of the day.

  


  
    Dowley - A prosperous blacksmith, extremely proud of his position as a self-made man.

  


  


  Preface and Note of Explanation


  Summary


  The preface is a disclaimer signed by Twain, stating that while he does not know for sure sixth-century England had all the particular faults he ascribes to it in the book, he knows they existed later in England and other civilized countries, and the sixth century probably had worse vices to fill the place of any of these that were lacking. He says the question of the divine right of kings is not settled in the book and that, for convenience, he took the view that it does not exist, but he will put his mind to it and try to give a definite answer sometime next winter. In the Explanation, the narrator meets a stranger on a tour through Warwick Castle who talks familiarly of medieval times and the court of King Arthur. They come to a suit of armor that belonged to Sir Sagramor le Desirous with a bullet hole in it, and the stranger claims to have put the bullet there himself. The stranger leaves, and the narrator goes back to his room and reads from Malory's Le Morte d'Arthur. The stranger appears at his door, and the narrator brings him in and makes him welcome.


  The stranger begins to tell his tale, how he was born a Yankee in Connecticut and grew up practical and skilled with machinery, and how one day he got into a fight and was knocked alongside the head with a crowbar. He wakes up and is taken prisoner by a knight in armor, who takes him to Camelot. He assumes the knight is either a circus-performer or crazy and that Camelot must be the name of an asylum. Stranger begins to doze off, so he brings the narrator back to his room and gives him a manuscript that tells his story. The rest of the book is taken from the manuscript.


  Commentary
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