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      Context

      
      Mark Twain was born Samuel
         Langhorne Clemens in Florida, Missouri, in 1835,
         and grew up in nearby Hannibal, a small Mississippi River town. Hannibal
         would become the model for St. Petersburg, the fictionalized setting
         of Twain’s two most popular novels, The Adventures of Tom
            Sawyer and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The
         young Clemens grew up in a prosperous family—his father owned a
         grocery store as well as a number of slaves—but he was sent out
         to work at the age of twelve after his father’s death. As a young
         man, he traveled frequently, working as a printer’s typesetter and
         as a steamboat pilot. In this latter profession he gained familiarity
         with the river life that would furnish much material for his writing.
         He also gained his pen name, Mark Twain, which is a measure of depth
         in steamboat navigation.
      

      
      Twain enlisted in the Confederate militia in 1861,
         early in the Civil War, but he soon left to pursue a career in writing
         and journalism in Nevada and San Francisco. His articles and stories
         became immensely popular in the decades that followed. On the strength
         of this growing literary celebrity and financial success, he moved
         east in the late 1860s and married Olivia
         Langdon, the daughter of a prominent Elmira, New York, family. Twain
         and Langdon settled in Hartford, Connecticut; there Twain wrote The
            Adventures of Tom Sawyer, which he published in 1876.
         Twain proceeded to write, among other things, The Adventures
            of Huckleberry Finn (1884) and two
         sequels to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer: Tom
            Sawyer Abroad (1894) and Tom
            Sawyer, Detective (1896). He died
         in 1910, one of America’s most beloved humorists
         and storytellers.
      

      
      While The Adventures of Tom Sawyer retains
         some of the fragmented, episodic qualities of Twain’s earlier, shorter
         pieces, the novel represents, in general, a significant literary
         departure for Twain. He toned down the large-scale social satire
         that characterized many of his earlier works, choosing instead to
         depict the sustained development of a single, central character.
         Twain had originally intended for the novel to follow Tom into adulthood
         and conclude with his return to St. Petersburg after many years
         away. But he was never able to get his hero out of boyhood, however,
         and the novel ends with its protagonist still preparing to make
         the transition into adult life.
      

      
      Twain based The Adventures of Tom Sawyer largely
         on his personal memories of growing up in Hannibal in the 1840s.
         In his preface to the novel, he states that “[m]ost of the adventures
         recorded in this book really occurred” and that the character of
         Tom Sawyer has a basis in “a combination . . . of three boys whom
         I knew.” Indeed, nearly every figure in the novel comes from the
         young Twain’s village experience: Aunt Polly shares many characteristics
         with Twain’s mother; Mary is based on Twain’s sister Pamela; and
         Sid resembles Twain’s younger brother, Henry. Huck Finn, the Widow Douglas,
         and even Injun Joe also have real-life counterparts, although the
         actual Injun Joe was more of a harmless drunk than a murderer.
      

      
      Unlike Twain’s later masterpiece, The Adventures
            of Huckleberry Finn, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer concerns
         itself primarily with painting an idyllic picture of boyhood life
         along the Mississippi River. Though Twain satirizes adult conventions
         throughout The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, he leaves
         untouched certain larger issues that The Adventures of Huckleberry
            Finn explores critically. The Adventures of Tom
            Sawyer never deals directly with slavery, for example,
         and, while the town’s dislike of Injun Joe suggests a kind of small-town
         xenophobia (fear of foreigners or outsiders), Injun Joe’s murders
         more than justify the town’s suspicion of him. Because it avoids
         explicit criticism of racism, slavery, and xenophobia, the novel
         has largely escaped the controversy over race and language that
         has surrounded The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in
         the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. To this day, The
            Adventures of Tom Sawyer remains perhaps the most popular
         and widely read of all Twain’s works.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      An imaginative and mischievous
            boy named Tom Sawyer lives with his Aunt Polly and his
         half-brother, Sid, in the Mississippi River town of St. Petersburg,
         Missouri. After playing hooky from school on Friday and dirtying
         his clothes in a fight, Tom is made to whitewash the fence as punishment
         on Saturday. At first, Tom is disappointed by having to forfeit
         his day off. However, he soon cleverly persuades his friends to
         trade him small treasures for the privilege of doing his work. He
         trades these treasures for tickets given out in Sunday school for
         memorizing Bible verses and uses the tickets to claim a Bible as
         a prize. He loses much of his glory, however, when, in response
         to a question to show off his knowledge, he incorrectly answers
         that the first two disciples were David and Goliath.
      

      
      Tom falls in love with Becky Thatcher, a new girl in
         town, and persuades her to get “engaged” to him. Their romance collapses when
         she learns that Tom has been “engaged” before—to a girl named Amy
         Lawrence. Shortly after being shunned by Becky, Tom accompanies
         Huckleberry Finn, the son of the town drunk, to the graveyard at
         night to try out a “cure” for warts. At the graveyard, they witness
         the murder of young Dr. Robinson by the Native-American “half-breed”
         Injun Joe. Scared, Tom and Huck run away and swear a blood oath
         not to tell anyone what they have seen. Injun Joe blames his companion,
         Muff Potter, a hapless drunk, for the crime. Potter is wrongfully
         arrested, and Tom’s anxiety and guilt begin to grow.
      

      
      Tom, Huck, and Tom’s friend Joe Harper run away to an
         island to become pirates. While frolicking around and enjoying their
         newfound freedom, the boys become aware that the community is sounding
         the river for their bodies. Tom sneaks back home one night to observe
         the commotion. After a brief moment of remorse at the suffering
         of his loved ones, Tom is struck by the idea of appearing at his
         funeral and surprising everyone. He persuades Joe and Huck to do
         the same. Their return is met with great rejoicing, and they become
         the envy and admiration of all their friends.
      

      
      Back in school, Tom gets himself back in Becky’s favor
         after he nobly accepts the blame for a book that she has ripped.
         Soon Muff Potter’s trial begins, and Tom, overcome by guilt, testifies
         against Injun Joe. Potter is acquitted, but Injun Joe flees the
         courtroom through a window.
      

      
      Summer arrives, and Tom and Huck go hunting for buried
         treasure in a haunted house. After venturing upstairs they hear
         a noise below. Peering through holes in the floor, they see Injun
         Joe enter the house disguised as a deaf and mute Spaniard. He and
         his companion, an unkempt man, plan to bury some stolen treasure
         of their own. From their hiding spot, Tom and Huck wriggle with
         delight at the prospect of digging it up. By an amazing coincidence,
         Injun Joe and his partner find a buried box of gold themselves.
         When they see Tom and Huck’s tools, they become suspicious that
         someone is sharing their hiding place and carry the gold off instead
         of reburying it.
      

      
      Huck begins to shadow Injun Joe every night, watching
         for an opportunity to nab the gold. Meanwhile, Tom goes on a picnic
         to McDougal’s Cave with Becky and their classmates. That same night,
         Huck sees Injun Joe and his partner making off with a box. He follows
         and overhears their plans to attack the Widow Douglas, a kind resident
         of St. Petersburg. By running to fetch help, Huck forestalls the
         violence and becomes an anonymous hero.
      

      
      Tom and Becky get lost in the cave, and their absence
         is not discovered until the following morning. The men of the town
         begin to search for them, but to no avail. Tom and Becky run out
         of food and candles and begin to weaken. The horror of the situation
         increases when Tom, looking for a way out of the cave, happens upon
         Injun Joe, who is using the cave as a hideout. Eventually, just
         as the searchers are giving up, Tom finds a way out. The town celebrates,
         and Becky’s father, Judge Thatcher, locks up the cave. Injun Joe,
         trapped inside, starves to death.
      

      
      A week later, Tom takes Huck to the cave and they find
         the box of gold, the proceeds of which are invested for them. The
         Widow Douglas adopts Huck, and, when Huck attempts to escape civilized
         life, Tom promises him that if he returns to the widow, he can join
         Tom’s robber band. Reluctantly, Huck agrees.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Tom Sawyer - The
            novel’s protagonist. Tom is a mischievous boy with an active imagination
            who spends most of the novel getting himself, and often his friends,
            into and out of trouble. Despite his mischief, Tom has a good heart
            and a strong moral conscience. As the novel progresses, he begins
            to take more seriously the responsibilities of his role as a leader
            among his schoolfellows.
         

      

      
      
         Aunt Polly - Tom’s
            aunt and guardian. Aunt Polly is a simple, kindhearted woman who
            struggles to balance her 
            love for her nephew with her duty to discipline him. She generally
            fails in her attempts to keep Tom 
            under control because, although she worries about Tom’s safety,
            she seems to fear constraining him too much. Above all, Aunt Polly
            wants to be appreciated and loved.
         

      

      
      
         Huckleberry Finn - The son of the town drunk. Huck is a juvenile outcast
            who is shunned by respectable society and adored by the local boys,
            who envy his freedom. Like Tom, Huck is highly superstitious, and
            both boys are always ready for an adventure. Huck gradually replaces
            Tom’s friend Joe Harper as Tom’s sidekick in his escapades.
         

      

      
      
         Becky Thatcher - Judge
            Thatcher’s pretty, yellow-haired daughter. From almost the minute
            she moves to town, Becky is the “Adored Unknown” who stirs Tom’s
            lively romantic sensibility. Naïve at first, Becky soon matches Tom
            as a romantic strategist, and the two go to great lengths to make
            each other jealous.
         

      

      
      
         Joe Harper - Tom’s
            “bosom friend” and frequent playmate. Joe is a typical best friend,
            a convention Twain parodies when he refers to Joe and Tom as “two
            souls with but a single thought.” Though Joe mostly mirrors Tom,
            he diverges from Tom’s example when he is the first of the boys
            to succumb to homesickness on Jackson’s Island. As the novel progresses,
            Huck begins to assume Joe’s place as Tom’s companion.
         

      

      
      
         Sid - Tom’s
            half-brother. Sid is a goody-goody who enjoys getting Tom into trouble.
            He is mean-spirited but presents a superficial show of model behavior.
            He is thus the opposite of Tom, who is warmhearted but behaves badly.
         

      

      
      
         Mary - Tom’s
            sweet, almost saintly cousin. Mary holds a soft spot for Tom. Like
            Sid, she is well behaved, but unlike him, she acts out of genuine
            affection rather than malice.
         

      

      
      
         Injun Joe - A
            violent, villainous man who commits murder, becomes a robber, and
            plans to mutilate the Widow Douglas. Injun Joe’s predominant motivation
            is revenge. Half Native American and half Caucasian, he has suffered
            social exclusion, probably because of his race.
         

      

      
      
         Muff Potter - A
            hapless drunk and friend of Injun Joe. Potter is kind and grateful
            toward Tom and Huck, who bring him presents after he is wrongly
            jailed for Dr. Robinson’s murder. Potter’s naïve trust eventually
            pushes Tom’s conscience to the breaking point, compelling Tom to tell
            the truth at Potter’s trial about who actually committed the murder.
         

      

      
      
         Dr. Robinson - A
            respected local physician. Dr. Robinson shows his more sordid side
            on the night of his murder: he hires Injun Joe and Muff Potter to
            dig up Hoss Williams’s grave because he wants to use the corpse
            for medical experiments.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Sprague  - The
            minister of the town church.
         

      

      
      
         The Widow Douglas - A
            kindhearted, pious resident of St. Petersburg whom the children
            recognize as a friend. Tom knows that the Widow Douglas will give
            him and Becky ice cream and let them sleep over. She is kind to Huck
            even before she learns that he saved her life.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Jones - A
            Welshman who lives with his sons near the Widow Douglas’s house.
            Mr. Jones responds to Huck’s alarm on the night that Injun Joe intends
            to attack the widow, and he takes care of Huck in the aftermath.
         

      

      
      
         Judge Thatcher - Becky’s
            father, the county judge. A local celebrity, Judge Thatcher inspires
            the respect of all the townspeople. He takes responsibility for
            issues affecting the community as a whole, such as closing the cave
            for safety reasons and taking charge of the boys’ treasure money.
         

      

      
      
         Jim - Aunt
            Polly’s young slave.
         

      

      
      
         Amy Lawrence - Tom’s
            former love. Tom abandons Amy when Becky Thatcher comes to town.
         

      

      
      
         Ben Rogers - 	One
            of Tom’s friends, whom Tom persuades to whitewash Aunt Polly’s fence.
         

      

      
      
         Alfred Temple - A
            well-dressed new boy in town. Like Amy Lawrence, Alfred gets caught
            in the crossfire of Tom and Becky’s love games, as Becky pretends
            to like him in order to make Tom jealous.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Walters - The
            somewhat ridiculous Sunday school superintendent. Because he aspires
            to please Judge Thatcher, Mr. Walters rewards Tom with a Bible,
            even though he knows that Tom hasn’t earned it.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Dobbins - The
            schoolmaster. Mr. Dobbins seems a slightly sad character: his ambition
            to be a medical doctor has been thwarted and he has become a heavy
            drinker and the butt of schoolboy pranks.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Tom Sawyer

         
         When the novel begins, Tom is a mischievous child who
            envies Huck Finn’s lazy lifestyle and freedom. As Tom’s adventures
            proceed, however, critical moments show Tom moving away from his
            childhood concerns and making mature, responsible decisions. These moments
            include Tom’s testimony at Muff Potter’s trial, his saving of Becky
            from punishment, and his heroic navigation out of the cave. By the
            end of the novel, Tom is coaxing Huck into staying at the Widow
            Douglas’s, urging his friend to accept tight collars, Sunday school,
            and good table manners. He is no longer a disobedient character
            undermining the adult order, but a defender of respectability and
            responsibility. In the end, growing up for Tom means embracing social
            custom and sacrificing the freedoms of childhood.
         

         
         Yet Tom’s development isn’t totally coherent. The novel
            jumps back and forth among several narrative strands: Tom’s general
            misbehavior, which climaxes in the Jackson’s Island adventure; his courtship
            of Becky, which culminates in his acceptance of blame for the book
            that she rips; and his struggle with Injun Joe, which ends with
            Tom and Huck’s discovery of the treasure. Because of the picaresque,
            or episodic, nature of the plot, Tom’s character can seem inconsistent,
            as it varies depending upon his situation. Tom is a paradoxical
            figure in some respects—for example, he has no determinate age.
            Sometimes Tom shows the naïveté of a smaller child, with his interest
            in make-believe and superstitions. On the other hand, Tom’s romantic
            interest in Becky and his fascination with Huck’s smoking and drinking
            seem more the concerns of an adolescent.
         

         
         Whether or not a single course of development characterizes Tom’s
            adventures, a single character trait—Tom’s unflagging energy and
            thirst for adventure—propels the novel from episode to episode.
            Disobedient though he may be, Tom ends up as St. Petersburg’s hero.
            As the town gossips say, “[Tom] would be President, yet, if he escaped
            hanging.”
         

      

      
      
         Huckleberry Finn

         
         In Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain created a character who
            exemplifies freedom within, and from, American society. Huck lives
            on the margins of society because, as the son of the town drunk,
            he is pretty much an orphan. He sleeps where he pleases, provided that
            nobody chases him off, and he eats when he pleases, provided that he
            can find a morsel. No one requires him to attend school or church,
            bathe, or dress respectably. It is understandable, if not expected,
            that Huck smokes and swears. Years of having to fend for himself
            have invested Huck with a solid common sense and a practical competence
            that complement Tom’s dreamy idealism and fantastical approach to
            reality (Tom creates worlds for himself that are based on those
            in stories he has read). But Huck does have two traits in common
            with Tom: a zest for adventure and a belief in superstition.
         

         
         Through Huck, Twain weighs the costs and benefits of
            living in a society against those of living independently of society.
            For most of the novel, adult society disapproves of Huck, but because
            Twain renders Huck such a likable boy, the adults’ disapproval of
            Huck generally alienates us from them and not from Huck himself.
            After Huck saves the Widow Douglas and gets rich, the scale tips
            in the direction of living in society. But Huck, unlike Tom, isn’t
            convinced that the exchange of freedom for stability is worth it.
            He has little use for the money he has found and is quite devoted
            to his rough, independent lifestyle. When the novel ends, Huck,
            like Tom, is still a work in progress, and we aren’t sure whether
            the Widow Douglas’s attempts to civilize him will succeed (Twain
            reserves the conclusion of Huck’s story for his later novel, The
               Adventures of Huckleberry Finn).
         

      

      
      
         Injun Joe

         
         Injun Joe is Tom Sawyer’s villain. His
            actions are motivated, from beginning to end, by unadulterated malevolence.
            When Injun Joe explains his motivation for revenge against Dr. Robinson
            and later against the Widow Douglas, we see that his personal history involves
            others mistreating and excluding him. Yet the disproportion between
            the wrongs Injun Joe has suffered—at least as he enumerates them—and
            the level of vengeance he hopes to exact is so extreme that we aren’t
            tempted to excuse his behavior. In contrast, Muff Potter’s misdeeds
            are inconsequential compared to the punishment he stands to receive.
            One might also compare Injun Joe to Sid: both are motivated by malice,
            which they paper over with a convincing performance of innocence.
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