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When the Fences are Down; 

Language and Order in The 

Adventures of Torn Sawyer and 

Huckleberry Finn 

WAYNE FIELDS 

All great, simple images reveal a 
psychic state. 

Outside and inside are both intimate 
- 

they are always ready to be reversed, to 

exchange their hostility. If there exists a border-line surface between such an 

inside and outside, this surface is painful 
on both sides. 

(Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space) 

The world of Tom Sawyer, both that of the character and of the novel 

which bears his name, is a world dominated by fences : the neat, straight 

palings that surround the Widow Douglas's property, the fence around 

the Thatcher house over which the lovesick Tom gazes longingly after 

Becky, and all the other upright boundaries delineating St. Petersburg 

respectability. As the central icon of the novel, Aunt Polly's white-washed 

fence appropriately represents the care and maintenance of order to which 

the town is committed, an order upon which both Tom and his story 

depend. Although Twain first identifies St. Petersburg as a poor, shabby, 
frontier village, it is far from defenseless in its confrontations either with 

shabbiness or wilderness. Well ordered by its fences and undergirded, like 

Tom's story, by the central institutions of civil and cultural order 
? the 

court, the school, the church ? it is a society where things have been 

assigned their proper places and where the primary function of the St. 

Petersburg elect is to tend those places. This is a world overseen by 

guardians and Sunday School superintendents, schoolmasters, and judges, 
authorities who, if sometimes mistaken, or even 

slightly absurd, are 

essentially benign and nearly always reliable. Thus it is that the minister, 
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praying for the community's children, does so in the context of a hierarchy 
of responsibility that extends from county officials to the President of the 

United States, an ordering presence that, among other reassuring work, is 

to guarantee the well-being of the young. As though to provide the fullest 

representation of this benevolent system, Missouri's most important 

senator, Thomas Hart Benton, makes a cameo appearance in the novel, 

albeit one in which he is judged to be somewhat smaller than anticipated. 

Despite the popular perception of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer as a book 

about boyish freedom, it affirms at every turn an order of the most 

conventional sort and depends upon that order for the version of boyhood 
it depicts. 

The first word of the book is Tom's name. Spoken by Aunt Polly, it 

provides an appropriate opening for a novel in which the boy's identity 
is confirmed - authorized - 

by adults, responsible and decent people : 

Aunt Polly, the Widow Douglas, the Welsh farmer, and, most especially, 

Judge Thatcher, a figure who conjoins parental and civil authority. If 

Tom is, at last, in his novel the model boy, Judge Thatcher throughout 
is the model adult, and his presence provides constant reassurance that 

order is secure in St. Petersburg and that its ultimate steward is a 

responsible 
one. 

No one relies more completely on this orderliness than Tom Sawyer. 
His nightly forays and adventures depend upon the St. Petersburg fences. 

In climbing over them, as he presumes to leave the commonplace behind 

and imagines himself escaping all the constraints of authority while 

playing at the lawlessness of pirate and outlaw, the fences serve as tangible 

-though ironic 
- 

evidence that he has "gotten away," crossed some 

significant boundary, in a necessary prerequisite for adventure. But just as 

important is the return in which the enclosures, no longer cause for 

claustrophobia, provide respite and security. Without fences there would 

be no appropriate barriers over which adventuresome boys could crawl. 

Without fences there would be no safe retreat when the adventure is over 

or when it threatens to become too real. 

And Tom Sawyer is a boy who always climbs his fences twice. If he is 

irresistibly drawn to the adventures outside their protection, to the 

outlawry of life beyond their restraints, he just as inevitably returns to 

affirm the conventions of his society and to be embraced by its symbols 
of authority. Though at first masking as the truant, Tom is, in fact, the 

darling of the respectable town ; loved by Aunt Polly and praised by Judge 
Thatcher, he is the Prince of St. Petersburg's fences. More than anyone 
else he, by his story's end, confirms the town's notions of order and 
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morality. The instrument of justice who saves a hapless Muff Potter and, 
in the cave, the protector of the apparently helpless Becky, he is, in the 

final accounting, rewarded by his society with unlimited adulation and by 
fortune with a treasure in gold. Far from defying St. Petersburg's values 

and rules, he eventually confirms them all, and in such dramatic fashion 

that at the novel's conclusion no less an authority than Judge Thatcher 

compares Tom to George Washington and anticipates both appointment 
to West Point and admission to law school in order that the analogy 

might be made complete, if not transcended. 

Tom's play, even when conducted outside St. Petersburg's fences, is 

always governed by conventions, is always dictated by his reading. As 

general, outlaw leader, the Black Avenger of the Spanish Main, or Robin 

Hood, Tom always plays "by the book," and on the few occasions when 

he yields center stage, he prompts his fellow actors with their proper lines. 

The boy who cannot remember the names of Jesus's disciples 
- who in 

church blurts out that the first two disciples were David and Goliath - 

knows whole volumes of adventure literature by heart and holds authority 
over his gang on the basis of this knowledge. While the rules that he has 

memorized and that he zealously honours are not precisely those of the 

Sunday School or the classroom, he is, nonetheless, as conventionally 

principled as the schoolmaster and the minister ; that is the secret of his 

social and moral success. 

Twain, in this "hymn to childhood," like Tom, honors notions of 

order that seem commonplace. He, too, plays by the book in a book 

controlled by a narrator who consistently sounds like a member in good 

standing of the narrator's union. His language always properly literary, he 

differs from other, lesser, members of his guild only in his greater mastery 
of the craft and his ironic humor. The whitewashing chapter begins, for 

example 
: 

Saturday morning 
was come, and all the summer world was bright and fresh, and 

brimming with life. There was a song in every heart; and if the heart was young 
the music issued at the lips. There was a cheer in every face and a 

spring in 

every step. The locust trees were in bloom and the fragrance of the blossoms filled 

the air. Cardiff Hill, beyond the village and above it, was green with vegetation, 
and it lay just far enough away to seem a Delectable Land, dreamy, reposeful, and 

inviting (p. 18). 

A cliched sentiment presented in cliched language, the passage differs 

from the most hackneyed nineteenth-century writing only in its implied 
self-awareness. Here, and throughout the work, the narrator is 

accommodating two antagonistic ends, indulging a mannered literary 
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voice and, all the while, looking on bemused in the awareness, shared with 

the reader, of how remote it all is from the real world, our adult world. 

This having it both ways, indulging the conventional while implying the 

superior vantage point of either age or sophistication is what elevates The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer above the usual run of nineteenth-century 

"boy's" books, but little in the story directly rejects or even challenges 
the cliched notions of order that Tom and St. Petersburg share with their 

more forgettable literary contemporaries. 
But there are, nonetheless, glimpses of a world beyond the fences, 

presences which the town cannot keep so neatly in place, and each of the 

central episodes centers around one of these disordering forces. In 

describing the haunted house where Injun Joe and his cohorts meet, the 

narrator begins by noting, "its fences [were] gone long ago" and then 

continues with the details of its disarray, the 
" 

rank weeds smothering 
the... doorsteps, 

the chimney crumbled to ruin, the window sashes vacant, 

a corner of the roof caved in. 
" 

Avoided by the townspeople because of 

its delapidation, identified as haunted because its fences are gone and its 

doorway overgrown, the haunted house declares how quickly the illusion 

of order can disappear, how necessary are all those palings and all those 

buckets of whitewash to St. Petersburg's security and self-confidence. 

The graveyard, too, testifies how fragile, ultimately, are all human 

efforts at control. Here where the St. Petersburg dead are buried and 

where the doctor is murdered, there is a fence, though of a different sort 

than Aunt Polly's, "a crazy board fence" that "leaned inwards in places 
and outward the rest of the time, but stood upright nowhere. 

" 
The 

graveyard fence, like the wooden headboards that "staggered over the 

graves, leaning for support and finding none, 
" 

does not confirm order but 

rather hints at a failure inherent in society's neat distinctions, and it stands 

in mute witness to a 
profound confusion that we cannot, ultimately, 

ignore. 

And there is McDougal's cave, that "vast labyrinth of crooked aisles 

that ran into each other, and out again and led nowhere, 
" 

an underground 
maze just beneath the surface of the St. Petersburg countryside, 
emblematic of how superficial are the town's efforts, how presumptuous 
are its claims of authority. Like the silver mine described in Ploughing It 

- 
"a coffin that has no end to it" 

- 
the subterranean world beneath the 

one over which Missouri's magistrates preside is "an intricate tangle of 

rifts and chasms" leading constantly downward, a dark region of the 

psyche which society's poor candles cannot illuminate, a dislocating chaos 

that can drive even the irrepressible Tom to despair. After the lost 
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children return, Judge Thatcher orders the cave's mouth sealed with 

boiler iron, then triple locked - he retains the keys 
- 

yet another fence in 

a constant civic effort to keep at bay the forces of disorder. But of course 

the cave, as Tom knows, has many mouths. 

Most important for our purposes, of all those unfenced and unfenceable 

presences lurking near responsible St. Petersburg, are the river and 

Huckleberry Finn. Perhaps, when the story ends, the latter appears to 

have been redeemed from the chaotic world of hogsheads and rags, 
reclaimed by the Widow Douglas, properly encased in smothery clothes 

and tight shoes and delivered at last to the schoolmaster and minister. But 

for the greater part of the book Huck represents a threat to St. Petersburg, 
whose children are forbidden even to talk to him, so powerful is his 

subversive potential. The motherless child of the town drunk, he lies 

beyond the town's fences, outside any of the usual lines of authority and 

is, as a 
consequence, 

a 
"juvenile pariah." "Huckleberry," 

we are told, 

"was cordially hated and dreaded by all the mothers of the town, because 

he was idle and lawless and vulgar and bad - and because all their children 

admired him so and delighted in his forbidden society, and wished they 
dared to be like him. 

" 
All the more significant, then, is the concluding act 

in which Huck has been apprenticed to the town's favourite, Tom Sawyer, 

and, on the basis of new found wealth and a home with the widow, has 

been admitted by the St. Petersburg mothers, smug and delighted over 

this great victory, 
to 

respectable society. 

But it is the river that represents the greatest fear of St. Petersburg 
motherhood. Though it plays only a minor role in the novel, it is 

omnipresent, the immediate suspect whenever a child is missing. If the 

runaway boys experience the river only as a swimming and fishing hole, 
a place like Cardiff Hill - free but unthreatening, wild and yet pastoral 

- 

the inherent contradiction in their view has not been lost on the parents 

who, more than once in the story, take to their skiffs and drag the waters 

or fire the cannon from the ferry in a desperate effort to raise their dead. 

Like McDougal's cave, the river lies at the periphery of St. Petersburg, 

beyond the town's authority, and is a threat to the presumptions which 

order it - another world that calls into doubt all that the town represents 
and that brings special urgency to the community's desperate maintenance 

of its boundaries. A real physical danger, its profoundest threat is greater 
even than drowning ; it, like the cave (like abandonment and death) hints 

at a reality contradictory to that asserted by schoolmasters and judges and 

Sunday School superintendents, hints at a disorder whose source is neither 

ignorance nor slovenliness. If, for the duration of Tom's idyllic tale, the 
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river keeps its own place, any security based on that fact can only be 

illusory. 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, however, takes place in a world 

where the fences are down and explores the disorder that St. Petersburg 
tries so desperately to deny, while indulging the vulgarity that, in Tom 

Sawyer, proper society 
censors. It is a story that, in every conceivable way, 

repudiates both the society and the literature which Tom holds most dear. 

Huck's narrative begins with the defeat of authority, the failure of the 

very figures who provided security and confirmation in Tom's book. The 

loving guardian of Tom Sawyer, Aunt Polly, is replaced in Huck's life, 
not by the Widow Douglas, but by her mean-spirited sister, Miss Watson, 
who lacks either the claim of compassion or of legal guardianship over the 

boy she nevertheless controls. Besides domestic authority, missing, too, in 

Huck's book is any secure civil authority. Judge Thatcher in this narrative 

is impotent and, in the struggle for custody of Huck, is forced to appeal 
to another judge who rejects Thatcher's argument and gives Huck over 

to Pap. So, Huck tells us, 
" 

Judge Thatcher and the widow had to quit in 

the business. 
" 

And even the Judge who overrules Thatcher is, in time, 
defeated by Pap when the old man tricks him into thinking he has 

reformed and wins not only custody of Huck but the Judge's guest room 

as well. Then on a drunken spree Pap humiliates his patron and reduces the 

room to rubble. 

The nurturing St. Petersburg of Tom's novel gives way in Huck's to a 

place in which the home is a prison, in which magistrates are defeated by 
town drunks, and, once Pap gets custody of Huck, where the life of the 

child is threatened by the parent. In contrast to the earlier book, this one 

offers no refuge in society, no reliable security. Judge Thatcher has given 

way to Pap Finn, a perversion of fatherhood in his relationship to Huck, 
a parody of citizenship in his self-righteous tirade against "govment. 

" 

Pap is kin to both Simon Suggs of southwestern humor and William 

Faulkner's Snopes family; his primary function is to expose the St. 

Petersburg that Tom Sawyer brought us - not as reformer but as parody. 
In this vision of the town there is no haven more secure than a hogshead 
and when, well down the river from St. Petersburg, Huck declares "there 

warn't no home like a raft, after all," he may be saying less about the 

blessings of river life than about the horrors of shore society. 
But it has never been the authority of the Judge or the Widow that has 

held Huck in St. Petersburg. At both the conclusion of Tom's novel and 

the beginning of his own, we are told that Huck, unhappy in the 

constraints of "sivilized" life, runs away and returns to this hogshead, 
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and then, each time, is tempted back by Tom Sawyer. "But Tom 

Sawyer," Huck tells us, "he hunted me up and said he was going to start 

a band of robbers, and I might join if I could go back to the widow and 

be respectable. So I went back. 
" 

But this is an increasingly uneasy alliance. 

Lonely when he leaves for the wharf or the woods, Huck is drawn to 

Tom's companionship, but the cost of that alliance, as with all sociability, 
is the constraint of conventions. To be in the gang Huck must not only 

play according to the rules, he must also see according to them. 

Where Tom sees only what he has read, Huck's world consists only of 

what he sees, of what Twain implies is actually there, and this inability to 

exchange the concrete for the conventional is what ultimately separates 
Huck from Tom and what eventually proves so devastating to all pretense 
of an ordering authority. What Tom calls "ingots" Huck sees as hogs, 
Tom's "julery" is never more than turnips to Huck, and Tom's Arab 

caravan is only a Sunday School picnic. At last Huck abandons Tom's 

gang, concluding that there was "no profit in it." 

When Pap reclaims Huck, the boy offers little resistance, in some ways 
even welcomes the change and escape from St. Petersburg, at first 

accepting even Pap's beatings as the price for his deliverance. The 

claustrophobia of his life in the widow's house, he suggests, was greater 
than that of Pap's cabin, and though Miss Watson's tongue lashings have 

been exchanged for rawhide whippings, he finds life with Pap less 

objectionable. Less objectionable, that is, until Pap leaves him locked in 

the cabin for days at a time only to return in drunken rages to threaten his 

life; then Huck runs once more. 

The flight to Jackson's Island, and from there to the raft, carries Huck 

into the promiscuous mix that is the world outside the fences, the world 

of the river. Here are to be found real robbers and pirates who do not play 

by the book but betray each other, phoney dukes and kings who rewrite 

the books in their Royal Nonesuch performance, runaway slaves, slave 

hunters, shabby skiffs and elegant steamboats. Even houses, torn from 

their foundations by high water, find their way into the river, bringing 
their dead along with them. But substitutes for Judge Thatcher appear 

regularly whenever Huck is forced ashore : the Grangerford patriarch, the 

cynical and hypocritical Colonel Sherburn, and those ultimate parodies of 

authority, the Duke of Bilgewater and the Lost Dauphin, Looy the 

Seventeenth - confidence men who work on Twain's great principle that 

social identity is a matter of costume and style, and who succeed in their 

vocation, not by contradicting "legitimate" expressions of the roles they 

play, but by being outrageous extensions of them. 
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But the terrible fact about Tom's game, the game we watch with a 

bemused adult smugness in the earlier novel and, to a lesser extent, in the 

opening chapters of Huck's story, is that it is the only game in town. Played 

by Colonel Grangerford in his feud of honor with the Sheperdson clan 

and acted out by Colonel Sherburn when he murders the Drunken Boggs 
in an indulgence of both pride and power, it is a game at last that demands 

real bloodshed, with real colonels exacting a more outrageous toll than 

anything imagined by Tom or by the phoney duke and king. The key to 

the game as it is played by nearly everyone we encounter in the towns 

along the river is, as Tom tries to tell Huck time and again, not to be 

governed by the thing you see but by the label that is attached to it. Just 
as the Sunday School picnic is transformed into an "A-rab" caravan, so 

can the slaughter of neighbors be made into a chivalric feud or the murder 

of a drunken fool a duel of honor. On such a basis is Pap Finn transformed 

into a father, and, most damning of all, are men - 
Jim in particular 

- 

converted into property. So must it be the means by which judges are 

made, and presidents, as well as acknowledged kings and entitled dukes. 

The inevitable consequence of Huck's inability to see what he is 

supposed to see, his persistence in seeing what is there, is a devastasting 

exposure of proper society and all the ordering principles that society 
holds so dear. Life in St. Petersburg was a constant exercise in 

discrimination, of separating this from that and of drawing neat little lines 

between. But Huckleberry Finn begins with a prefatory note from the 

author warning against efforts to discern, in the novel we are about to 

read, "motive," "plot," 
or "moral" 

- 
not because they 

are nonexistent, 

but because they are too easily oversimplified in the effort to put 

everything in just the right place. In fact it is fair warning in any book, but 

especially in this one where the moral vision is dark and complex and 

where the plot follows a constantly expanding circle of complicity 
? 

eventually implicating even the reader - rather than a reassuring line of 

cause and effect. Twain's warning, too, is an appropriate indication that 

in Huck's world things do not keep to their appointed places but mix 

wildly and incongruously. In part this is a matter of moral judgment, an 

assertion that St. Petersburg's fences have always been an elaborate sham, 

but in part 
- and this may at last be the most important realization of all 

? 
because the author and the central character 

prefer things that way. 

Huck, who has complained of the Widow's persistence in cooking all of 

her dishes separately, praises a world in which everything is cooked 

together. "In a barrel of odds and ends ...," he tells us, "things get mixed 

up and the juice kind of swaps around and things get better. 
" 
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The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn has as its most significant antecedent 

the trickster literature of southwestern humor, a literature in which 

characters are much given to blowing things up, both to expose the 

unjustified pretensions of proper society and for the sheer delight in the 

promiscuous (a word often used in this literature) mix of parts left by the 

explosion. Though, unlike such predecessors as Simon Suggs and Sut 

Lovingood, Huck does not indulge in gunpowder, the world on which he 

reports is just as outrageously thrown together. His book is a barrel of 

odds and ends 
? 

in 
language 

as much as in characters and episodes 
? 

and 

is so both because, in its author's view, that is the truer depiction of things 
and because of a 

preference, 
an aesthetic preference, for such a mix rather 

than the neat distinctions favored by St. Petersburg and the literature it 

honors. 

For this reason the attack on authority goes beyond the exposure of 

civil leadership and is, among other things, extended to conventional 

literary authority, the prim and proper stuff of genteel culture, an attack 

based, like all the critiques in the novel, on a charge of misrepresenting 

reality. And the catalog of humiliated targets is lengthy. There is, of 

course, the ludicrous reenactment of The Prisoner ofZenda directed by that 

librarian of romantic nonsense, Tom Sawyer, and the implied judgment of 

Sir Walter Scott when his name is loaned to a stranded steamboat 

freighted with murderers. Pilgrim's Progress is dismissed by Huck as a 

book "about a man that left his family it didn't say why." And, in the 

same manner, Jim rejects biblical regard for King 
" 

Sollermun's 
" 

wisdom 

with a father's revulsion at the thought of cutting a child in half, and Huck 

loses all interest in the story of Moses in the bulrushers when he learns 

Moses "had been dead a considerable long time." "I don't," he tells us, 
"take no stock in dead people." Even Shakespeare's plays, especially 
Komeo and Juliet, are not spared. There is both the outrageous rendition of 

the balcony scene, mutilated by the Duke and King, and the 

Shepherdson?Grangerford version of the play 
- an episode of typical 

Twain reversal - in which a Grangerford girl falls in love with a 

Shepherdson boy. Only in the American account the lovers do not die nor 

are the feuding families reconciled; rather the lovers escape and the 

families murder each other. 

But the crowning glory of Twain's attack on proper art is the 

precocious Emmeline Grangerford, unrivaled mistress of the "alas" 

school of poetry and drawing. Dedicated reader of obituaries and The 

Presbyterian Observer, her pictures of ghostly young women weeping in 

graveyards or over dead birds and her unequaled "Ode to Stephen 
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Dowling Bots, Dec'd" - a lament for a boy who fell down a well, alas - 

are the aesthetic equivalent of her family's morality and, beyond the 

Grangerfords, the morality of all shore society encountered in the novel. 

Lacking in common sense and any connection to the world of everyday 

experience, it is a life-denying indulgence, a withdrawal from what Twain 

regards as "real" and alive and a retreat into the cliched world of 

sentimental death and mourning. It, too, is a matter exclusively of style, 

style and costume ; a matter of sounding 
to the ear of a culture 

- 
no less 

presumptuous for being popular 
- 

literary both in subject and in meter. 

Literary authority, like civil authority, is in The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn an exercise in charlatanry, 

an effort to repress, through 
the elaborate 

oversimplifications of convention, the unholy and improper mix that is 

everyday life. 

In the southwestern humor which preceded Twain, the dramatic 

strategy rarely varies : a central character strips away pretension 
to reveal 

what lies beneath. Sut Lovingood, who identifies himself as a fool killer, 
time and again with the aid of bees, lizards and various other accomplices 
forces the objects of his contempt 

- tent revivalists, quilting societies, and 

coy girls 
- to strip away costume and manner and expose what lies 

beneath. And, when bees and lizards fail, he is fond of explosives. Huck, 
an innocent rather than a trickster, is an unintentional fool killer, an 

observer who cannot repress what he sees, an outcast so unacculturated 

that the concrete is more real than social conventions. The distance 

between what Huck reports and what those around him see is Twain's 

basis for exposing the moral depravity of shore culture. When, in the 

Royal Nonesuch performance, the King prances on stage, stripped of his 

costume if not of his style, and, clothed only in gaudy bands of paint, turns 

his exposed backside to the audience, he mocks both their gullibility and 

their corruptness. The old confidence man who successfully presents 
himself as Edmund Kean the Elder, babbling "To be or not to be; that is 

the bare bodkin 
" 

and as an Anglican divine who keeps referring to funeral 

"orgies" and then, when his usage is corrected, offers an elaborate 

etymology proving orgies means 
" 

public, 
" 

this cavorting fraud flaunts in 

his Royal Nonesuch routine the trickery he has practised in all his various 

disguises. And if he has never quite gotten the accent or the vocabulary 
down for his part, he is, in the magnitude of his presumption, most kingly. 
His behind, a mirror offered to his audience and, perhaps, to Twain's, far 

more than Colonel Sherburn's speech to the mob, is the moment of 

ultimate exposure, the most 
devastating 

moment of fool-killing. 

But the Duke and King, like their victims, are fools as well, offering 
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nothing but an outrageous reflection of the world they prey upon. If The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is, itself, to be anything more than such a 

mirror, then it must provide more than irreverent parodies of sentimental 

verse and corruptions of Elizabethan drama. Unlike Tom Sawyer's book 

this one cannot indulge the very conventions it chides ; it must somehow 

become the book the others are not or be only another "Royal 
Nonesuch." Its ultimate challenge, then, is to find a credible aesthetic 

outside the fences it has pulled down, find a poetry in its own promiscuous 
art. This art for Twain begins and ends with colloquial language. 

The one exception to the author's prefatory warning against fine 

distinctions regarding his book has to do with its language or, more 

precisely, its talk. "In this book," he declares, 

a number of dialects are used, to wit : the Missouri negro dialect ; the extremist 

form of the backwoods South-Western dialect; the ordinary "Pike-County" 
dialect ; and four modified varieties of this last. The shadings have not been done 

in a 
hap-hazard fashion, or by guess-work; but pains-takingly, and with the 

trustworthy guidance and support of personal familiarity with these several forms 

of speech. 
I make this explanation for the reason that without it many readers would 

suppose that all these characters were 
trying to talk alike and not 

succeeding. 

Though no more to be trusted than any of Twain's pronouncements, like 

nearly all of them - 
especially the most outlandish ones - it asserts, 

cushioned by irony and coyness, one of its author's most serious 

commitments, one to which the whole of Huckleberry Finn speaks. While 

the dialects invented for this novel are no less artificial than the language 
of Emmeline Grangerford, they are, nonetheless, rooted in a regard for 

spoken English, for the tones and texture of everyday speech, and are 

totally alien to Tom Sawyer's reading list. "Literary English," the subject 
of attack after attack in the novel, exists, from Twain's perspective, 
because of a contempt for the vernacular, just 

as Tom Sawyer's and 

Emmeline Grangerford's elaborately constructed worlds are rejections of 

the mundane. The "style" with which shore society is forever trying to 

elevate itself, the elaborate fa?ade it constructs over its truer nature, grows 

from a fear of what it suspects itself of being, and, ultimately, is an 

expression of self-contempt. If Huck's narrative is to be more than a fool 

killing justification ofthat contempt for one's own life and one's own talk, 
then it must build positively with the very material that has been 

conventionally damned and thrown aside. 

The first of this castoff material to be reclaimed is Huck himself who, 

together with Jim, is not just the reject of St. Petersburg, but of St. 
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Petersburg's literature as well. In that literature, whether represented by 
sentimental fiction or The Presbyterian Observer, important things might be 

said by others 
- 

reformers, philanthropists, moralists 
- 

about such charac 

ters but not by such characters. However, given the failure of authority 
with which the book begins, the legitimacy of Huck's voice is at least as 

great 
as that of anyone else, and so untraveled, uneducated, barely 

literate Huck narrates this novel; he it is who describes the heart of 

America. But in allowing Huck a role denied Tom Sawyer (whose story 
is told by a more refined, more adult voice), Twain turns the book over, 

not only to a disreputable character, but to a disreputable language as well. 

Huck's narrative is not told in the language of school day orations or 

religious tracts or Judge Thatcher's patient instruction. Nor is its 

language that of "serious" literature. Again, written imitations of various 

dialects might appear in such literature - as they do in The Adventures of 
Tom Sawyer 

- but they are kept in check by a more sophisticated and 

reliable literary pen. The reader knows their place, and the author keeps 
them in it. 

All of this is for good reason, as Twain clearly understood when he 

decided not to turn the narrating role over to a small town Missouri boy 
? no matter how well read - in Tom Sawyer. The language, or languages, 
that we think of as literary, in this more conventional sense, offers reliable 

advantages and reliable pleasures. In part this may be because we are used 

to them and expect books to sound this way, but, too, it must be because 

they contain the distilled experience of meter and manner learned through 
the long literary tradition which has produced them. Even cliches contain 

their wisdom. Twain's brilliant description of Hannibal at the beginning 
of Old Times on the Mississippi with its complex half-paged sentences, its 

elaborate parallel constructions, its alliteration - "The great Mississippi, 
the majestic, the magnificent Mississippi, rolling its mile-wide tide along, 

shining in the sun "-is as "literary" as anything gets in nineteenth 

century literature, striving for the same fluidity and lyricism honored, 

though never quite achieved, by the poets and orators of St. Petersburg 
and its sister cities along the river. And it is this language that knits 

together The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. For example this observation about 

Tom provided near the beginning of the book : 

Within two minutes, or even less, he had forgotten all his troubles. Not because 

his troubles were one whit less heavy and bitter to him than a man's are to a man, 

but because a new and powerful interest bore them down and drove them out of 

his mind for the time 
- 

just as men's misfortunes are forgotten in the excitement 

of new 
enterprises. 
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Easy reading, without any distractions of subject or of sound, here is the 

seemingly effortless prose of a narrator who can be relied upon precisely 
because he can compose such a sentence. It is a presence 

- 
through the 

writing 
- 

that smooths the way, puts 
us at our ease, and carries us 

painlessly towards conclusion. In large part this effect grows from the 

most common sources of authority 
: 

sophistication, maturity, education. 

Rather than a child who illustrates through personal limitation 

(innocence), this narrator can explain on the basis of accomplishment 

(experience). 
Huck's narrative opens quite differently: 

You don't know about me, without you have read a book by the name of "The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer, 
" 

but that ain't no matter. That book was made by 
Mr. Mark Twain, and he told the truth, mainly. There was things which he 

stretched, but mainly he told the truth. That is nothing. I never seen 
anybody but 

lied, one time or another, without it was Aunt Polly, or the widow, or 
maybe 

Mary. Aunt Polly 
- 

Tom's Aunt Polly, she is 
- 

and Mary, and the Widow 

Douglas, is all told about in that book 
- 

which is mostly 
a true book ; with some 

stretchers, as I said before. 

The difference can be seen in the vocabulary 
- 

gone are words like 

"whit," "misfortunes," and "enterprises," and even shared words, like 

"powerful," are made anew in Huck's talk (powerful hungry, etc). But 

more 
significant than the vocabulary changes 

or even the occasional 

violation of the properties of grammar is the change in meter and texture. 

In contrast to the smoothness of the first passage, Huck's narration is 

angular, all elbows and knees, with sharp corners checking the verbal flow 

or redirecting it altogether. His introduction is loaded with unnecessary 
words that disrupt the rhythm and delay the reader. Instead of "You don't 

know me unless you have read 
' 
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, 

' " 
we 

get 
" 

You don't know about me, without you have read a book by the name 

of 
* 
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. '"If the writer/narrator of that earlier 

book seemed always to strive for lyricism, the speaker here seems to 

indulge an antipoetic, interfering with the expected meter, making abrupt 

changes of direction in the last word of a sentence - " 
and he told the 

truth, mainly 
" - and sprinkling his text with thorny 

" 
thats 

" 
and spiking 

words in place with the letter 
" 

t 
" ? " 

but that ain't no matter. 
" 
Where the 

passage from Tom Sawyer seems dedicated to making the difficult seem 

easy 
? 

"just 
as men's misfortunes are 

forgotten in the excitement of new 

enterprises 
" ? in Huck's introduction, everything, even identifying 

oneself, seems inordinately difficult. In contrast to the adult narrator of the 

earlier book, Huck's claim to authority comes precisely from this 
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difficulty, from the lack of a sophistication which is too easily composed. 
Instead of being offered the confidence that comes with a narrator who 

understands the game, we are offered the reliability of one who plays 
without that advantage, plays, in fact without thinking of it as a game. 
Neither the circus rider who feigns incapacity while being, in fact, highly 
skilled nor the drunk suddenly turned bareback rider, this is a presence, 
to be taken seriously because it can be taken at face value ; neither fool nor 

confidence man, Huck is a narrator whose artifice is - if such a thing can 

be said - natural. In exchange for the assurance provided by Tom Sawyer's 
narrator, an assurance based on his evident mastery of the rules, of his ease 

in his art, Huck offers the reader a view liberated from the confines of 

those rules and that artifice, offers a threateningly unique way of seeing in 

place of the protecting and predictable perspective of the bookish narrator 

of Tom Sawyer. 
To some degree such difficulty is inherent in representing dialect on the 

printed page. Much of southwestern humor is so difficult to navigate that 

it goes unread despite its many remarkable qualities and the profound 
influence it has had on subsequent American literature. In recent years, in 

fact, this material has been made available in translation - 
rendered into 

standard English 
- that it might not be totally ignored. Twain's own 

general use of dialect in storytelling had, following the model of 

southwestern humor, been limited to shorter sketches like "The 

Celebrated Jumping Frog" or interspersed in longer works, most often 

travel narratives, in which the bulk of the writing conforms to a more 

proper literary English. In these briefer formats the demands of dialect 

need not be overwhelming, nor the disruptions and redirections so 

distracting. But in a novel-length work where such an idiosyncratic voice 

is sustained for nearly two hundred and fifty pages, the risks are 

enormous. 

The attraction of such talk, however, whether in the downeast 

vernacular of Col. Jack Downing, the almanac speech of Davy Crockett, 
or the wild, torrential outbursts of Sut Lovingood 

- more than the exotic 

appeal of its strangeness 
- 

lies, I think, in the very energy, even violence, 
it contains. It is always threatening to come undone. So great is the 

tension in its phrasing 
- words almost desperately trying to escape one 

another 
? 

so hard does it struggle 
to render the concrete 

? 
and that is the 

quality common to the vernacular - in linguistic form, that it seems 

always on the verge of blowing up. In its promiscuousness, its mixture of 

elements more conventionally kept apart, it explodes the rules of formal 

discourse, rules designed presumably for the sake of coherence, and in so 
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doing renders the reader at least momentarily uncertain as to whether 

anything will eventually come of all this. Its destruction of the assurance 

and authority carried by our conventions is invigorating in its boldness 

but leaves us with some doubt that there is anything to take the place of 

those conventions. Many nineteenth-century Whig writers who imitated 

southwestern dialect did so to expose the anarchical implications of 

Jacksonian democracy, to illustrate through wild talk the potential threat 

of wild men. But in an era of "gentle reader" prose, this wildness must 

have seemed at least as invigorating, as threatening and, in Twain's 

"Jumping Frog" story, the "vulgar" talk of its backwoods storyteller 
seems so superior to the dull, lawyerly literacy of the narrator who 

introduces the tale, that the unconventional English of Simon Wheeler 

carries vastly more authority than the properly authorized but dead prose 
of his interviewer. 

Twain's prefatory note to Huckleberry Finn, as well as the satiric 

commentary he is directing at "respectable" books generally, makes 

worldly experience the only source of authority, and the speech of the 

living, language's only source of validation. Though he would chafe both 

at the alliance and the particulars of the utterance, Twain's choice of Huck 

and Huck's dialect as the medium for his novel grows from an 

understanding of language similar to that presented by Emerson in 
" 

The 

Poet. 
" " 

The world, 
" 

Emerson argues, 
" 

being thus put under the mind 

for verb and noun, the poet is he who can articulate it. 
" 

And, as a 

consequence, "what would be base, or even obscene to the obscene, 

becomes illustrious, spoken in a new connection of thought." The 

world which Huck cannot read, the world Twain contemptuously 

dismisses, is that which is only noun and verb, a world in which the labels 

"Arab caravan," "feud," "honor," "slave," have greater authority than 

the reality before the speaker-"Sunday school picnic," "murder," 

"conformity," "Jim." In this world the Pap who first attempts to rob, 
then to kill his son is called a "father," while Jim, who longs for this 

children, who pledges his life in labor for their freedom, is merely 
"chattel." 

The language of Huckleberry Finn, though more subdued and less 

threatening than that of Sut Lovingood or even of Simon Wheeler, grows 
from the rough, nearly impossible work, assigned by Emerson to his 

"Poet," of turning the world into verb and noun. Its meter is broken by 
the demands of that task rather than by any failure of education. When 

Huck adds that inharmonious adverb to the sentence, "That book was 

made by Mr. Mark Twain, and he told the truth, mainly, 
" 

it is typical of 
15 AMS 24 
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the qualifications that pile up throughout his prose ("I never seen 

anybody but lied... without it was Aunt Polly...," "Which is mostly a 

true book ; with some stretchers..."), qualifications that break the flow of 

the sentences and prevent the sought after smoothness of more traditional 

writing, but which suggest Huck's dedication to getting things right, to 

eliminating 
as much as 

possible the "stretchers" of Tom Sawyer's 
narrator. 

Consequently, Huck's narrative is full of seams, the disruptions that come 

from repeated 
use of short, hard-ending words 

? " 
there's a 

right 
smart 

chance 
" - as well as the 

" 
I reckons 

" 
and the 

" 
wells 

" 
that break sentences 

which in a more "literary" English would be left undivided. Words from 

the vernacular 
- " 

jimcracks, 

" " 
ornery, 

" " 

a-blubbering 

" - 
further 

roughen the meter and slow the reader through the early pages of the 

book. All these seams, breaks, disruptions, draw attention to the work of 

composition, suggest that these are lines wrung out of the narrator rather 

than ones that rush easily, smoothly onto the page. If they give a 

belabored sense, it is because they have come with difficulty. Unlike 

Emmeline Grangerford's writing, where the seams are also apparent but 

are evidence of the failure of her art - an art dedicated to the illusion of 

seamlessness 
? 

in Huck's account the visible seams 
testify 

to an artistic 

triumph indicative both of how difficult is the work of holding things 

together and of precisely that achievement in the present instance. The 

end of Emmeline's art is to oversimplify the nature of things, to cheat 

everything of its idiosyncracy ; the end of Huck's is to represent that 

nature 
accurately. 

Huck ends his book by declaring precisely how much labor it has 

required. "Tom's most well, now," he tells us: 

and got his bullet around his neck on a 
watch-guard for a watch, and is always 

seeing what time it is, and so there ain't nothing more to write about, and I am 

rotten glad of it, because if I'da knowed what a trouble it was to make a book, I 

wouldn't a tackled it and ain't agoing to no more. But I reckon I got to 
light 

out for the Territory ahead of the rest, bacause Aunt Sally she's going 
to 

adopt 
me and sivilize me and I can't stand it. I been there before. 

Still the words collide, sometimes jarringly, the hard work of making a 

book evident in every line, the difficulty of telling something other than 

the cliched stories which come so easily to Tom Sawyer and which imply 
that life is no more than cliche, of making a book without 

" 
stretchers, 

" 

that difficulty is never concealed from Huck's reader. Twain has invented 

a hybrid voice, one not so bogged in the idiosyncracies of regional idiom 

that it requires a translation to be readable, and one which minimizes the 

damage to traditional principles of grammar and spelling while bringing 
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enough of the vernacular to invigorate and re-authorize the prose. The 

dreamy idyll of Tom Sawyer has given way to the thornier, more vital 

narrative of Huck Finn, and getting things right by the book has given 

way to getting the book right by the world. Of course that, too, is a 

bookish achievement, a literary victory based on artifice and craft, but it 

is a victory gained on different grounds than those won within the fences. 

It is not a victory that should ever be taken for granted. 
And by the time we have arrived at the last lines of the book, in fact 

by the time we have completed its first page, we have come to recognize 
a surprising lyricism in Huck's ungainly talk, an intricate poetic 
achievement built on tension and disharmony. It is the only heroic 

accomplishment tolerated in this work: the making of something 

remarkably beautiful out of the shards and rejects of respectable society 
and proper language. 

There are fences in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Not all are 

washed away in the flood of the early chapters. There is a fence that 

surrounds Col. Sherburn's house, the one torn down by the mob of 

would-be vigilantes whose rallying call is "Tear down the fence! Tear 

down the fence. 
" 

That act of destruction, however, lacks any real 

meaning since, once they have broken through, they find themselves 

unable to live outside the lines of convention and are easily herded back 

within the confines they had excitedly thought to destroy. More familiar 

is the neat rail fence around the Phelps farm. As carefully tended as any 
of Tom Sawyer's fences, it tells us that, with the Phelps, we are back in 

St. Petersburg. Both blood and moral kin to Tom's Aunt Polly (and Aunt 

Sally is just Aunt Polly viewed from another perspective), they are by 

every conventional standard good people, free of the grotesque outrages 
that mar the Grangerfords. But conventional is precisely what they are; 

locking Jim in a chicken house when they are told he is a run-away slave, 

entertaining him in their home after he is identified as a free man, when 

in legal fact, moral fact, and literal fact his status is unchanged during the 

entirety of his time with them. As we have grown tired of Tom's bookish 

games and find our return to them at novel's end an offensive regression, 

so must we find the Phelps's morality offensive. As Huck, declaring his 

intention to light out once more, finds return to St. Petersburg 

unacceptable, 
so should we, too, regard it 

- 
and that return is precisely 

what the Phelpses and their fence represent. 
In Huckleberry Finn Twain explored the literary possibilities that lay 

outside his own fences. It was, by the time he finished, nearly as hard a 

book for him as for Huck, hard enough that he was never so daring again. 
15-2 
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He did not lessen his attack on authority, sometimes conducted it even 

more vehemently, taking on the "damned human race" with a pen, he 

said, that had been "warmed-up in hell." But the attack on convention, 
the tearing down of fences is not the source of Huckleberry Finn's 

greatness. Its greatness lies, perhaps in spite of itself, in what it affirms. In 

Huckleberry Finn Twain witnesses to an aesthetic based on a keen eye for 

the particular 
- with all the whimsy that particularity implies 

- 
and on an 

ear which can hear the subtle metrics in a language too readily deemed 

unpoetic, that can recognize the beauty and vitality present in the 

vernacular. The greater victory of Huck's novel compared 
to Tom's is 

that it creates a wholeness 
- 

no matter how peculiar and how tentative 
- 

in a world where the fences are down. 
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