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The Practical Joke in Huckleberry Finn 
Alan and Carol Hunt 

Practical jokes, ranging from a wedding-night shivaree to the loggers' 
initiation of the greenhorn, constitute a distinct folklore genre-one which 

represents a specific type of customary behavior significant for an esoteric 

group. The folklorist, as Richard Tallman notes, studies the practical joke in 
order to define and understand the group, community, and culture revealed 

by the prank (1974:260, 274). The novelist with a folklorist's eye, similarly, 
can incorporate a representation of folklore in a work in order to illuminate 
the novel's characters and world. And that is exactly what Mark Twain ac- 

complishes in Huckleberry Finn through the pranks of Tom and Huck, for 
Twain has a folklorist's understanding of the practical joke. 

Tallman, the first folklorist to classify and define pranks, writes that "the 
practical joke, as a folklore form, is first an event, a competitive play activity 
in which only one of two opposing sides is consciously aware of the fact that 
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a state of play exists" (1974:260). For pranks to be successful, he argues, "one 
side must remain unaware of the fact that a play activity is occurring until it 
is 'too late,' that is, until the unknowing side is made to seem foolish or is 
caused some physical and/or mental discomfort" (1974:260). The event in- 
cludes two parts: actors and action. The actors are either pranksters or vic- 
tims, of course, and are identified as individuals or groups and classified as 
traditional or occasional participants, whether individuals or groups. Tradi- 
tional pranksters are insiders; traditional victims are outsiders. The action of 
a practical joke, either physical or verbal, involves the intent, which can be 
benevolent, initiative, or malevolent, and the result, which affects the rela- 

tionship between the actors (Tallman 1974:262-65). 
Analyzing the action-intent and result-is essential for understanding a 

practical joke. Benevolent jokes, such as most of those played at children's 
summer camps, are intended generally to amuse the group, contribute to 

camplore, or express flirtatious relationships; the result is that pranks such as 
these ordinarily do not change the friendly connection between the actors. 
Initiative jokes, those played by such groups as loggers or fraternity men, are 

primarily intended to bring victims into groups; consequently, most of these 

pranks create a more positive relationship between those involved. Finally, 
malevolent jokes, such as cruel tricks sometimes played by high-school stu- 
dents, are intended to hurt the victims physically, mentally, or socially, and 
the result is negative since the pranks aim to define the insiders and exclude 
the outsiders. For the folklorist, then, this knowledge of "the atmosphere in 
which the prank occurs, and the relationship between the parties involved" 
(Posen 1974:303) is necessary in order to unravel the jokes' complexities. 

It is not surprising to find practical jokes in Huckleberry Finn, for Twain had 
a lifelong fascination with play and games. As Bruce Michelson notes, Twain 

delighted "in making up new games, in acting out children's fantasies, in 

poker and billiards, in wild costumes, cake-walks, impersonations, jokes, toys, 
pranks, puzzles, riddles-play and games of every imaginable kind" 
(1980:108). Huckleberry Finn reflects that interest; the four practical jokes, two 
each by Tom and Huck, are part of the "constant play motif in the novel" 
(Michelson 1980:109) and reveal much about the characters, connections, 
and themes. Twain's representation of the practical joke in Huckleberry Finn, 
consequently, enables the reader to become a folklorist, to understand more 
clearly the people, the relationships, the atmosphere of nineteenth-century 
America. 

Tom's two jokes occur at the opening and closing of the novel. In the first, 
Jim is asleep under a tree when Tom sneaks up, slips off Jim's hat, and hangs 
it on a limb over his head. When Jim awakens and discovers the hat, he 
concludes that witches had bewitched him, and the exaggerated stories he 
tells about witches' visits and the devil's nickel make him a local celebrity. 
Huck reports that "Jim was most ruined, for a servant, because he got so stuck 
up on account of having seen the devil and been rode by witches" (Clemens 
1962:11). In the second prank, which takes up the last fourth of the novel, 
Tom concocts an elaborate scheme to free Jim, who is being held at the 
Phelps' farm as a runaway slave. In his romantic staging of the joke, Tom 
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directs Jim through a series of ridiculous scenes-secret notes on tin plates; a 

rope-ladder pie; mournful inscriptions; a cabin full of snakes, spiders, and 
rats; and a rescue that ends triumphantly with Tom being shot in the leg. Jim 
remarks that "it 'uz planned beautiful, en it 'uz done beautiful, en dey ain't 

nobody kin git up a plan dat's mo' mixed up en splendid den what dat one wuz" 
(Clemens 1962:212). 

The actors in both jokes are Tom as the prankster, Jim as the victim. Tom's 
earlier games with his gang and his masquerade as Sid Sawyer make him 

convincing as a traditional prankster. In the second joke, although Tom fools 

many people, including Aunt Sally and Uncle Silas, Jim is the traditional 
victim, believable in that role because he is a runaway slave, the white man's 

property. The intent of both pranks is malevolent, for Jim "is made to seem 
foolish or is caused some physical and/or mental discomfort" (Tallman 
1974:260). Jim is never aware of the first joke about the hat, and when he 
embellishes the tale with his superstitions, he and the other slaves look ridic- 
ulous to Tom and to a number of readers. The result of the joke is divisive, 
for it separates the white and black communities by defining the insiders, the 
middle-class white society which Tom represents, and the outsiders, the pow- 
erless slaves which Jim represents. This malevolent intent results in a more 

negative relationship between the characters: the prank represents the tradi- 
tional middle-class prejudice. 

Tom's second joke is also malevolent, for he decides to conceal the crucial 
news of Jim's freedom, eventually putting everyone's life in danger just for 
his own amusement. As Daniel Smith notes, "his actions are governed not by 
conscience but rather by romantic conventions and literary 'authorities'" 
(1984:9). Tom's scheme is clearly childish, unreasonable, and self-serving, 
and Huck is understandably confused about why someone of Tom's social 

standing is plotting to free a slave. In fact, Huck is right when he observes that 
"sure enough, Tom Sawyer had gone and took all that bother to set a free 

nigger free! and I couldn't ever understand before, until that minute and that 
talk, how he could help a body set a nigger free with his bringing-up" (Cle- 
mens 1962:224). Since Tom already knows Jim is a free man, Tom is clearly 
not acting as a social rebel, but as an insider from middle-class white society. 
Jim appears foolish, of course, because of the ridiculous scenes he is forced to 

participate in, but, more significantly, the prank reveals Tom's total disregard 
for Jim as he places him in danger for no sound reason, brings on him more 
abuse from the mob, and ignores him as a human being. As a result, Jim is 
hurt physically and socially, more racial tension is created, and his freedom is 
delayed for weeks. 

Huck's two practical jokes are very different. In the first, Huck and Jim are 
on Jackson's Island, and Huck puts a dead snake on Jim's blanket, curling it 

up to make it look alive. That night the snake's mate bites Jim on the heel, and 
Huck immediately kills it. Later, Huck slips out quietly and throws both 
snakes away; unfortunately, Jim lies suffering for four days from the snake- 
bite. The second joke occurs on the raft after Jim and Huck have been 
separated for several tense hours. When Huck climbs back onto the raft from 
the canoe, he awakens Jim and convinces him that their separation was a 
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dream. Jim finally believes him and even begins interpreting the dream. Jim 
is devastated when Huck reveals the joke. 

The actors are Huck, a traditional prankster, believable in the role because 
of his disguise as Sarah Mary Williams and his tricks with the king and the 
duke, and Jim, the traditional victim, the outsider. The intent of both jokes, 
once again, is malevolent. Huck stages the rattlesnake joke because Jim su- 

perstitiously believes it is the worst bad luck to touch a snakeskin with the 
hands, and he guesses "there'd be some fun when Jim found him there" 
(Clemens 1962:46). Intending to scare Jim and cause him some mental dis- 
tress, Huck wants to amuse himself with Jim's stereotypical reaction. The 

joke's result, however is not as Huck anticipates. Jim is not only frightened, as 
Huck intends, but also bitten, as Huck does not intend. Hurt physically rather 
than mentally, Jim becomes a different kind of victim. Obviously, there is no 
humor in this prank, and Huck reveals his regret when he says, "I warn't 

going to let Jim find out it was all my fault, not if I could help it" (Clemens 
1962:46). In contrast to Tom's first prank, which succeeds and is divisive, 
Huck's prank backfires and marks the beginning of a changing relationship 
between Jim and Huck. 

The raft joke is intended to make Jim feel foolish, and it is particularly 
cruel considering the circumstances. Huck disregards the tension during the 
critical separation of two people who desperately need each other's help, and 
then he lets Jim go too far in interpreting the dream. The prank certainly 
succeeds in making Jim look foolish, but the result is opposite of what Huck 
intends. It is not fun, not a game; instead, Jim is devastated by the joke, and 
when he reprimands Huck, explaining how broken-hearted he was when 
Huck was lost, how overjoyed he was when Huck returned safely, and how 
incredulous he is at the mean joke, Huck feels guilty, apologizes, and swears 
to himself that he will play no more tricks on Jim. The joke has turned on the 

jokester. Since Huck is ashamed, the result of this episode is not divisive, as is 

ordinary for malevolent jokes of this nature; instead, Huck begins to see Jim 
as an individual, as a sensitive man whose feelings must be considered, not as 
a slave who can be mistreated on a whim. As James McIntyre explains, 
"Huck's experience, his close association with Jim, causes the runaway slave to 

emerge, in Huck's consciousness, -from the abstract to the concrete" 
(1968:37). He realizes he cannot be an insider because he does not share the 

accepted view of Jim as an outsider. This change in the relationship is final- 
ized when Huck says, "I didn't do him no more mean tricks" (Clemens 
1962:72). 

Tom represents white middle-class America. His two jokes work, are hu- 
morous, and define the insider's superiority over the outsider. Jim is a prop- 
erty to Tom, not a person, and their relationship remains the same through- 
out the novel. Tom plays practical jokes at the beginning and end of the 
novel, and the reader can easily imagine him playing the same kind of mean- 

spirited joke indefinitely. Huck's jokes, on the other hand, do not work. They 
cannot work, in fact, because Huck does not represent middle-class white 

society or "sivilization." He is on the fringe of society, and although he thinks 
he is supposed to embrace the middle-class white racist ideology, he must 
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reject it. He grows and changes, coming to know Jim as a real man. In feeling 
guilty, Huck represents the conscience that society as a whole lacks. He is 

defying society when he apologizes: "It was fifteen minutes before I could 
work myself up to go and humble myself to a nigger; but I done it, and I 
warn't ever sorry for it afterward, neither. I didn't do him no more mean 
tricks, and I wouldn't done that one if I'd a knowed it would make him feel 
that way" (Clemens 1962:71-72). Huck's words bristle with defiance because 

society would be shocked at his apology, at treating a slave with compassion. 
Because of Huck's remorse, the reader can see clearly the malevolent intent 
behind the pranks. Twain lets the humor fail in Huck's pranks in order to 
show what the jokes disguise: cruelty, prejudice, subhuman treatment of 
blacks. Only white people perform pranks in Huckleberry Finn and almost 

exclusively on blacks. It would be inconceivable forJim to play a trick on Tom 
or Huck-outsiders do not play jokes. The four pranks function as a unifying 
device for the theme of racism in nineteenth-century, middle-class white so- 

ciety. 
Twain skillfully transforms a folkloric form into a literary device. His 

representation of practical jokes is realistic and true to folklore in every way. 
But more significantly, he adds another dimension to the form by allowing 
Huck to experience guilt, preventing him from being a true prankster, an 
authentic insider. Huck eventually understands that his jokes are cruel be- 
cause he can identify with the outsider. Tom, however, is part of a group, one 
that would support him, would be amused, would share his opinion of the 

inferiority of blacks. This contrast between Tom and Huck and their pranks 
reflects the theme. While one of the folklorist's tasks is to try to "understand 
the community and its culture as reflected in its practical jokes" (Tallman 
1974:274), Twain's task is to create literary practical jokes that allow the 
reader to understand the white middle-class community of the novel and 
Twain's contempt for its racist culture. 

Eastern Kentucky University 
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Lexington Community College 
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Coyote as Cheat in Comanche Folktales 
Lawrence M. Schoen and James L. Armagost 

While other animals are, in the Comanche worldview, capable of decep- 
tion, it is Coyote of course who is the trickster par excellence. He is know to 
the Comanches under various names, many of them descriptive: oha'ahnakapi 
[has yellow underarms], kaawosa [deceitful burden basket(?), rascal], isapi' 
[liar], ki'kwiria' [spills food from the mouth], kihtsaya'ya'ke' [hard crier, yowler], 
etc. (Robinson and Armagost 1990). Coyote's importance to the Comanches 
as teacher, cultural transformer, and ultimate savior has been argued by 
Buller (1977, 1983), who sees in his character "a mirror of the Comanche 

people and their culture" (1983:245). 
Old Man Coyote figures prominently in diverse native North American 

cultures, and of his dozen or so attributes reviewed by Bright (1987), we focus 

especially on his behavior as a cheat or trickster in Comanche stories. We note 
a number of common elements and stylistic patters, and we consider some 

seemingly inconsistent aspects of Coyote's character as manifested by his ac- 
tions. Our comments are based on all primary sources to which we have had 
access as listed in the bibliography. Some of these are in Comanche, some in 

English, and some in both languages. 
In nearly all our stories Coyote is initially absent from the stage. The 

curtain rises on other principals, usually involved in some purposeful indi- 
vidual or group activity such as foraging, dancing or playing games. Coyote 
arrives, as if wandering into the scene by accident. The casual nature of this 
encounter is emphasized in only a few stories, and theh only in a brief line or 
two, e.g. "Coyote was bumming along the creek" (St. Clair 1902': "Trickster 
tale"), "Coyote was knocking around hunting" (St. Clair 1902: "The eye- 
juggler"). Most hearers of these stories, of course, would not need to be told 
that Coyote is opportunistic. What is more important here is that the other 
characters in the stories also know this. They recognize that Coyote is the 
trickster, that his casualness masks a very real threat, for in the close knit 

society exhibited in folklore, Coyote's reputation is necessarily known to all. 

1. We have relied on a copy of St. Clair's 1902 manuscript. In 1909 Lowie published English 
versions of approximately half of the manuscript stories, adapting slightly the original rather rough 
interlinear translations. 
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