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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

I encountered the term "self-conscious fiction" for 

the first time when I was an undergraduate English major, 

and since then the practice of using fiction as a means of 

commenting on the nature of fiction has been a source of 

great fascination for me. The patriarchs of self

conscious fiction were of particular interest, and the 

more I read, the more curious I became about why there was 

no American equivalent to Cervantes and Sterne. When I 

reread Mark Twain's A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's 

Court not long ago, I came to the conclusion that I had 

found American fiction's answer to Don Quixote and 

Tristram Shandy. With this in mind, I began conducting 

research into the status of A Connecticut Yankee in Ameri

can literature, to see whether or not my presumption held 

any credibility. 

What I found was hardly what I had expected, for A 

Connecticut Yankee was seen merely as a flawed realistic 

novel. Furthermore, self-consciousness in fiction was a 

concept all but nonexistent in Twain criticism, and the 

few critics who saw even a smattering of self-conscious 

practices in his works seldom ventured outside of Huck

leberry Finn in their treatments. This puzzled me, to say 

the least, and to account for what seemed to be a great 
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oversight, I consulted a number of critical texts dealing 

exclusively with self-conscious fiction. In time, I dis-

covered that the consensus among critics was that realism 

abhors self-consciousness in fiction, and that late nine-

teenth-century America offered no hospitable environment 

for the production of this type of fiction. Perhaps no 

other critic has advanced this argument as effectively or 

as often as Robert Alter, whose sweeping pronouncements 

have ossified to the point of truism. Alter claims that 

the realist desire to register the minute os
cillations and effects of historical change 
leads novelists away from the exploration of 
fiction as artifice for a variety of reasons. 
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• . • The imaginative involvement with history, 
• • • is the main cause for an almost complete 
eclipse of the self-conscious novel during the 
nineteenth century. . . . (Partial Magic 88-89) 

Napoleon's campaigns, the rise of industrialism, the Civil 

War in America, etc. helped to redefine the role of the 

novelist in the nineteenth century: 

The articulation of an interlinking structure 
and the evocation of a felt texture in the di
verse components of the historical moment 
repeatedly draw the novelist away from a con
templation of his medium as such, leading him 
instead to grapple energetically with the 
resistant world that is to be conveyed through 
the fictional medium. (Alter Partial Magic 
92) 

Twain has not been seen as a writer of self-conscious 

fiction because he produced his major works during a 

period of early American realism; and the early American 

realists simply did not produce works of self-conscious 
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fiction. Therefore, if we are to recognize him as the 

anomaly I believe he was, we must first reevaluate his sta

tus as a realist writer. After all, he never used the term 

"realism" in his fiction or in his letters (Cummings 42), 

and when we take this into account along with a writing 

career that spanned six turbulent decades and a first pub

lication that appeared in the same year as Moby-Dick, the 

need to extend more latitude in his categorization becomes 

apparent. If his philosophy of fiction transcended the 

artistic constrictions of realism, the likelihood of his 

capacity to produce self-conscious fiction increases. In 

addition, the life that Twain was born into consisted of 

all the elements necessary for the development of a self

conscious fictionist: he was born into a time and place 

of great change in the American identity; he was exposed 

early to the tall tale and the printing process; he worked 

extensively as a frontier journalist, mastering a writing 

style that shamelessly blended fact and fiction; he matured 

as a writer of fiction during a time of uncertainty in the 

nation's literary identity; and he suffered from a lifelong 

preoccupation with his own uncertain identity as a novelist, 

humorist, and social critic. Furthermore, his works, by 

virtue of their number and distinctive style, almost stand 

as a literary movement in themselves. 

I believe that Mark Twain wrote A Connecticut Yankee 

in King Arthur's Court nJt just as a work of fiction but 



also as a study in the art and philosophy of fiction. The 

first part of this thesis will offer a brief history of 

self-conscious fiction and a delineation of the model that 

I will apply to Twain's works. In the second part, I will 

treat selections of fiction that Twain wrote before A Con

necticut Yankee. These works are of considerable 

importance to this study because they illustrate Twain's 

drift toward greater self-consciousness in fiction. Fi

nally, the last part will deal exclusively with A 

Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court. 
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PART ONE 

SELF-CONSCIOUS FICTION 
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CHAPTER II 

THE RUDIMENTS AND HISTORY OF 

SELF-CONSCIOUS FICTION 

"Self-conscious fiction" refers to a mode of writing 

variously termed as "metafiction," "parafiction," "super-

fiction," "surfiction," "midfiction," "fabulation," "the 

introverted novel," "the anti-novel," and "the self-

begetting novel" (Waugh 13-14). "Metafiction," the 

subsidiary term used most often, has widely been accepted 

as synonymous with "self-conscious fiction," and for the 

remainder of this study, the two terms will be used inter-

changeably. This type of fiction defies a brief and 

encompassing definition, but I would like to offer in 

this chapter an outline of its basic principles along with 

an account of its development. This will serve to preface 

my understanding of Twain's theory of self-conscious 

fiction, as presented in the following chapter. 

The Rudiments of Self-Conscious 
Fiction 

The alternative terms "introverted novel," "anti-

novel," and "self-begetting novel" suggest that the 

practice of metafiction is relegated to the postmodernist 

novel form alone, but as Patricia Waugh argues in Meta-

fiction, this is not necessarily true: 

To draw exclusively on contemporary fiction [in 
studying metafiction] would be misleading, for, 
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although the term "metafiction" is new, the 
practice is as old (if not older) than the 
novel itself. ( 5) 

Metafiction, in its broadest definition, is "fiction that 

includes within itself a commentary on its own narrative 

or linguistic identity" (Hutcheon 1 ). A writer of meta-

fiction tends to dispense with the traditional conventions 

of verisimilitude, expose the lie that all fiction is, and 

go on to explore the boundaries of truth and fiction, the 

real and the unreal. In Metafiction, Waugh offers this 

definition: 
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[Metafiction is] a celebration of the power of 
the creative imagination together with an uncer
tainty about the validity of its representations; 
an extreme self-consciousness about language, 
literary form and the act of writing fictions; a 
pervasive insecurity about the relationship of 
fiction to reality; a parodic, playful, excessive 
or deceptively naive style of writing. (2) 

A metafictionist exposes, but does not necessarily 

abandon, the conventions of fiction by emphasizing, often 

exaggerating, a text's existence as artifice, as a verbal 

construction that is no less "real" than the so-called 

"world of everyday reality" from which it sprang. Openly 

flaunting this existence as artifice, a metafictional text 

asserts that "the most authentic and honest fiction is that 

which freely acknowledges its fictionality" (Hutcheon 49). 

Metafictional texts invert the Aristotelian precept that 

artfulness should conceal itself, and they tend to be con-

structed "on the principle of a fundamental and sustained 



opposition: the construction of a fictional illusion (as 

in traditional realism) and the laying bare of that illu-

sion" (Waugh 6). Inherently self-reflexive, metafiction 

assimilates all the perspectives of criticism into the 

fictional process itself to the point that distinctions 

between the literary text and the critical text begin to 

fade (Scholes, "Metafiction" 106). 

A History of Self-Conscious 
Fiction 

Although a metafictional work may take any one of a 

number of literary forms, the major works of metafiction 

have, with very few exceptions, taken the novel form; and 

the question of who produced the first metafictional work 

has engendered almost as much dispute as the question of 

who produced the first novel. Most often, the answer to 

both questions has been Cervantes. As Alter explains, 

"The novel begins out of an erosion of belief in the au-

thority of the written word and it begins with Cervantes" 

(Partial Magic 3). This preoccupation with the efficacy 

of language to convey meaning is a central component of 

metafiction, and it figures prominently in Don Quixote. 

Other metafictional devices Cervantes uses include the 

effects of dreams and madness on characters' perceptions 

of reality, commentary by characters on the fictionality 

of the text in which they appear, the reception of the 
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text within the text itself, and parody of stale literary 

conventions. 

9 

In the eighteenth century, the rise of the novel in 

England and France saw the publication of four masterpieces 

of self-conscious fiction. The epistolary form of Richard

son's Pamela (1740) foregrounded the writing and reading 

processes (Hutcheon 142), and for many critics, including 

Alter, Fielding's Tom Jones (1749) remains a principal 

model for the self-conscious novel (Partial Magic xiv). On 

the other hand, the wordplay, typographical elements, and 

authorial intrusion in Tristram Shandy (1760-67) has led 

others to recognize Sterne as the first genuine metafic

tionist and his novel as metafiction's prototypical work. 

Meanwhile, Diderot's Jacques the Fatalist and His Master 

(written about 1776, published 1796) marked the beginning 

of self-conscious fiction in France. There is a tendency 

among early cultures to produce an epic which explains how 

they came into being; likewise, there seems to be a ten

dency for a nation to produce, early in its literary 

development, a work which celebrates the art of its com

position. 

Soon after Jane Austen's Northanger Abbey (written 

about 1800, published 1818), self-conscious fiction de

clined rapidly in England. With the beginning of the 

Victorian Age, the novelist's interest in the historical 

moment controlled the development of the novel form. 
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Dickens, Thackeray, and Balzac helped usher in the new age: 

With few exceptions, novelists no longer turned 
language back upon itself reflexively as an 
instrument of expression and conceptualization 
because all the resources of the written word 
had to be marshaled to making the imagined object 
as palpable, as vivid, as emotionally demanding 
of those who experienced it, as possible. (Alter, 
Partial Magic 104) 

At this time, the American Romantics were starting to exper-

iment in self-conscious fiction. Their achievements, 

however, never equalled those of English authors. Much of 

Poe's hackwork of the 1830's contains metafictional qual-

ities, especially The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1838), 

a macabre short novel in which the title character (whose 

name sounds more than a bit like Edgar Allan Poe) sails out 

of "Edgartown" for adventures he later recounts in The 

Southern Messenger, as edited by Poe. In Hawthorne's osten-

sibly realistic sketch "The Custom House," the narrator 

stumbles onto the "A" worn by Hester Prynne in The Scarlet 

Letter (1850). Finally, Melville's The Confidence-Man 

(1857) was an early attempt to treat the author as a type 

of charlatan. 

The consensus among critics is that self-conscious 

fiction ceased to be produced between, roughly, 1860 and 

1955, notwithstanding an occasional anomaly, such as Andre 

Gide's The Counterfeiters (1925) and Flann O'Brien's At Swim-

Two-Birds (1939). The metafictional renaissance that began 

taking shape in the late 1950's developed out of a renewed 
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interest (or pessimism) in the ability of language to 

convey meaning and also in the nature of (un)reality. 

Soon, the leading American realists--Flannery O'Connor, 

J. D. Salinger, Saul Bellow, Norman Mailer--were supplanted 

by writers of a wholly new order--John Barth, Joseph 

Heller, Thomas Pynchon, and Donald Barthelme. This new 

generation responded warmly to previously unavailable 

translations of earlier French critical texts and to the 

groundbreaking works of Alain Robbe-Grillet, Vladimir 

, , 
Nabokov, Jorge Luis Borges, and Gabriel Garc1a Marquez in 

the late fifties and sixties (McCaffery 19-21 ). Some of 

the most notable works in this period include Barth's The 

Sod-Weed Factor (1960) and Lost in the Funhouse (1968), 

Heller's Catch-22 (1961 ), John Fowles' The French Lieu-

tenant's Woman (1969), Pynchon's V (1963), Robert Coover's 

Pricksongs and Descants (1969), Raymond Federman's Double 

or Nothing (1971), and Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-

Five ( 1 9 6 9 ) . 

These authors also produced many important critical 

works. Borges' Ficciones (1962) and Robbe-Grillet's For 

a New Novel (1965), for example, greatly influenced 

American writers. Federman's Surfiction (1975) broadened 

the definition of self-conscious fiction, and William H. 

Gass' 1970 article "Philosophy and the Forms of Fiction" 

contained the first use of the term "metafiction." Among 

the many other critical works written during this time 
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include Robert Scholes' Fabulation and Metafiction (1979, 

an expansion of his 1967 book The Fabulators along with a 

reprinting of his 1970 article "Metafiction"), Ihab Hassan's 

Paracriticisms (1974), Gerald Graff's Literature Against 

Itself (1979), Linda Hutcheon's Narcissistic Narrative 

(1980), and Inger Christensen's The Meaning of Metafiction 

(1981). 



CHAPTER III 

THE PRINCIPLES OF MARK TWAIN'S 

SELF-CONSCIOUS FICTION 

Postmodernist fiction and metafictional criticism 

have both been affected by the great shapers of twentieth

century thought--Einstein, Freud, and Sartre, to name a 

few. Still, it is almost indisputable that some earlier 

authors, such as Cervantes and Sterne, exhibit self

conscious elements in their works. Retrospective 

treatments of prepostmodernist authors, like this study 

of Twain, are not uncommon, but they require a less strin

gent application of the principles of metafiction. The 

critical model that I will apply to Twain's works consists, 

on one hand, of a composite of critical theories, and on 

the other hand of Twain's own understanding of self

conscious fiction as suggested in his writings. This 

model has six parts: chicanery, play, intertextuality, 

language, ontology, and omnipotence in fiction. 

Chicanery 

To create a fiction is to tell a lie, and a novel by 

any other name is still nothing more than a protracted 

exercise in deception. The metafictionist's preoccupation 

with lies and liars owes to the desire, first, to expose 

the artifice inherent in all fiction, and second, to 

arrive at some understnnding of reality through the 
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exploration of the untruthful (Waugh 90). Always aware of 

the arbitrary relationship between truth and language, the 

metafictionist argues that since all writing is, in a 

sense, lying, all fiction is "lying raised to the second 

power" (Alter, Partial Magic 158). For these reasons, 

liars, tricksters, charlatans, and swindlers pervade 

metafictional works, and all operate under the command of 

the archdeceiver--the author himself. In The Confidence

Man, Melville exploits the powers granted to the author, 

fully aware that "the first and most accomplished of the 

confidence men in the novel is the author; and his first 

potential victim is the inattentive reader" (Lewis 65). 

Deception in the form of the literary hoax can take 

place in the world of the text's characters or in the 

world of the reader--or both--and serves to underscore 

the fact that the reader's trust in the author is based 

upon an already agreed upon recognition that the text 

exists as a lie. Hoaxes experienced by the charcters 

within the text advance this recognition to some degree. 

Often, however, the metafictionist directs the hoax to

ward the reader. Any sudden and inexplicable shift in 

tone, as in the works of Flannery O'Connor, for example, 

can be seen as a hoax in that the reader's expectations 

are subverted. Sometimes the metafictionist will frus

trate the reader by denying the work any sort of closure 

or by using the "it was only a dream" ending. 
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Play 

In the creation of alternate worlds, fiction, like 

all art forms, is play (Waugh 34), and play among charac

ters stresses the rule-bound nature of language and 

fiction (Thiher 21). Through game models and role-play

playing, metafiction calls attention to a text's free 

creative activity within self-evolving rules (Hutcheon 

82) • 

Postmodernist metafictionists frequently "play" with 

their readers, as Nabokov does with acrostics in "The Vane 

Sisters." This study, however, is more concerned with the 

games characters play within the texts. The predominant 

game model in self-conscious works is chess, for this game 

most accurately reflects the give-and-take relationship 

between author and reader in creating an alternate world. 

Also, cardplaying parallels the fiction-making process as 

the reader is "dealt" a series of representations and ex

pected to create a "hand" out of them. In fact, virtually 

any sport--baseball, bowling, tag--can reinforce the no

tion of fiction as play; even the wargames played by Toby 

and Trim in Tristram Shandy qualify as fictional play. 

A character's occupation, especially as an artist 

figure, is one aspect of role-playing, but metafictionists 

usually focus on characters who are involved in "a duplic

itous situation requiring the perpetration of some form of 

pretence or disguise" (Waugh 116). For example, in John 
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Fowles' The French Lieutenant's Woman, Sarah plays the role 

of the fallen woman for the purpose of manipulation. Role

playing exemplifies the possible confusion stemming from 

attempts to distinguish between self and role, appearance 

and reality. 

Intertextuality 

The meaning conveyed by any text will always be af

fected by two factors. First, as the product of a writer 

who is also a reader (or a hearer), a work of fiction 

cannot avoid being saturated with references, quotations, 

and every kind of influence. Second, every reader brings 

into the text the influences of every text he or she has 

ever read as well (Still and Worton 1). These factors 

transform the text into a "tissue of quotations," a 

"multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, 

none of them original, blend and clash" (Barthes 146). 

This notion of intertextuality derives from Saussurean 

linguistics and sees any single text as an "utterance," a 

parole drawn from the vocabulary of the community of all 

texts, the langue. 

The concept of intertextuality was known long before 

the term was coined. In 1919, T. S. Eliot noted that the 

best and most individual parts of a poet's work "may be 

those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their 

immortality the most vigorously," and 
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when a new work of art is created, [something] 
happens simultaneously to all the works of art 
which preceded it. The existing monuments form 
an ideal order among themselves, which is modi
fied by the introduction of the new (the really 
new) work of art among them. (2: 2207) 

Through intertextuality, literature can be seen as a sys-

tern that evolves as the units within the system realign 

themselves following the introduction of new texts (Waugh 

65). Of crucial importance in this study is the author's 

own perception of intertextuality as evidenced in the 

text, for a text's fictionality can be highlighted by its 

juxtaposition with other, clearly fictional texts. 

Without intertextuality, parody, a major component of 

metafiction, could not exist. In parody, an author in-

serts alien, often irreverent, subject matter into a 

preexisting fictional tradition to comment on that tradi-

tion, and for the author to be successful, the reader 

must be aware of the parodied tradition. Finally, parody 

allows the author "to reflect satirically on audience and 

critics . . to reflect on art within art, and to draw 

criticism back into the text" (Rose 74). 

Language 

Since we use language both as a means of mediating 

our knowledge of this world and as a tool for constructing 

our individual realities, a metafictionist often fore-

grounds the relationships between word and meaning. A 

metafictional text may either revel in the potency of 



words to create worlds or it may lament the inadequacy of 

words to convey meaning. Some texts do both. Through 

wordplay, names, and typographical elements, metafiction 

celebrates the power and versatility of language. Word

play in the form of puns, anagrams, and acrostics is 

common in the works of Nabokov, and a name like "Billy 

Pilgrim," from Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five, transcends 

the obsolete function of characternyms to emphasize how 

names "can describe as they refer, that what is referred 

to has been created anyway through a 'naming' process" 

(Waugh 94). Finally, typographical elements demand that 

the reader alter his mode of perception and thus become a 

more participatory audience. 

Metafictionists also tend to exploit the "sliding 

scale" of representation. Since words are not anchored 

in any immutable reference system, all representations 

are suspect, and these may include numbers, paintings, 

maps--and realistic novels. Miscommunications among 

characters occur frequently in metafictional novels; and 

with language no longer able to convey meaning adequate

ly, the ability ever to "know' anything is questioned. 

Thus, epistemological matters creep into the text. 

Ontology 

Perhaps the most important aspect of metafiction 

concerns the reality of fiction and the fictionality of 
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reality. The notion of multiple realities, however, is not 

a new one. More than a century ago, William James, in "The 

Perception of Reality," posited that each subworld that we 

create has "its own special and separate style of exist

ence" (2: 291 ), and "each world, whilst it is being 

attended to, is real after its own fashion; only the real

ity lapses with attention" (2: 293). Metafiction debunks 

the basic misleading assumption that reality is the anto

nym of fiction (Iser, "Reality of Fiction" 7). 

Self-conscious fictionists respond in a variety of 

ways to the ontological aspects of fiction. Some offer 

works in which characters' attempts to establish meaning 

in their worlds are frustrated by hallucinations, dreams, 

and madness. Others make wide use of doubles among char

acters and plotlines or of authorial surrogates. Still 

others intrude into the worlds they create, either di

rectly, as Fowles does in The French Lieutenant's Woman, 

or indirectly, as Nabokov does through "Vivian Darkbloom" 

in Lolita. This type of intrusion is a key aspect of 

surfiction. 

Framing, also known as nesting or bracketing, is a 

device used by the metafictionist to underscore how real

ity, as in fiction, is perceived through "frames" and how 

it is virtually impossible to determine where one frame 

ends and another begins. The form of the story within the 

story (within the story within the story and so on, 
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possibly) and the repetition of key structural elements is 

central to Scholes' "fabulation," a type of self-conscious 

fiction that "reveals an extraordinary delight in design. 

With its wheels within wheels, rhythms and counterpoints, 

the structure, by its very shapeliness, asserts the au

thority of the shaper ..• " (Fabulation and Metafiction 

2). Traditionally, the outer frame of a text has served 

to define "reality," and a certain "core world" could be 

found within the text; but with "reality" no longer clear

ly definable, these distinctions are no longer plausible. 

Omnipotence in Fiction 

The great paradox of the realistic novel is that it 

was understood to be produced by a being who theoreti

cally did not exist. Eventually, the recognition of a 

fictional work as a creation entailed the recognition (or 

rerecognition) of a creator, and metafictionists replaced 

the self-effacing author with an author fully aware of 

his or her existence as a fiction-maker. Metafictionists 

call attention to themselves in a number of ways, includ

ing intrusion. Some use multiple storytellers within the 

text while others, like Barth in "Lost in the Funhouse," 

comment on how a text has been created and/or how it 

should be read. Excessively conspicuous introductions, 

as well as footnotes and even letters to publishers, re

mind the reader of the author's presence. 
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Metafictional authors often flaunt their Godlike 

powers of creation, as when they capriciously abort and 

restart their narratives, or when their works exhibit 

clearly arbitrarily chosen beginnings and endings, or when 

their characters perform impossible acts. Consequently, 

if authors and characters lead God/creation, master/slave 

relationships, a host of intriguing possibilities comes 

into being, for like Adam and Eve, characters need not 

always obey their creator. "I do not fully control these 

creatures of my mind," writes Fowles, "any more than you 

control ..• your children, colleagues, friends, or even 

yourself" (82). Thus, characters may wrest control of 

the narrative away from the author or even plot a coup 
, 

d'Etat. 

Finally, metafictionists emphasize the role of the 

reader in fiction in a number of ways, including direct 

address, choices in endings, and even blank pages with in-

structions to envision a scene or person without help from 

the text. After all, the reader of fiction is always a 

mediating presence, and the text's reality "is established 

by his response and reconstitued by his active partici-

pation" (Hutcheon 141 ). 



PART II 

MARK TWAIN'S METAFICTIONAL 

APPRENTICESHIP 
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CHAPTER IV 

EARLY LIFE AND FRONTIER JOURNALISM 

Hannibal, Missouri offered the ideal environment for 

the development of a future metafictionist. As with most 

river towns of the 1830's, it had its share of con men and 

frauds, like the king and the duke in Huckleberry Finn, and 

one of these, a hypnotist, briefly employed a local boy 

named Sam Clemens as a stooge (Branch, Literary Appren

ticeship 1 ). Twain, though his education was brief, read 

widely, admiring Shakespeare, Dickens, Poe, and Voltaire 

(Branch, Literary Apprenticeship 25) and revering Sterne 

and Cervantes (Emerson 7). He was introduced to the world 

of journalism in the fall of 1847, hired as a printer's 

devil for the Hannibal Gazette (Branch, Introduction 15.1: 

5). For the next two decades, he worked sporadically 

as a printer and newswriter, often composing at the type

setter, and the experience instilled in him a lifelong 

fascination with the printing process. 

In January 1851, he began work for the Hannibal West

ern Union, owned and edited by his brother, Orion (Sanborn 

70), and his first publication, "A Gallant Fireman," soon 

followed. This piece is notable only because it was his 

first, and like those which followed in the next year, it 

can be characterized as straightforward and unpretentious 

newswriting. In May 1852, however, he published a work of 
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considerable importance in the Boston Carpet-Bag, "The 

Dandy Frightening the Squatter." In this anecdote, the 

Dandy's "showing off" before a group of ladies foreshadows 

the type of self-aggrandizing role-playing seen in the 

later antics of Tom Sawyer and Hank Morgan. Furthermore, 

the Dandy, as an outsider seeking to disrupt the static 

environment of a stable community, prefigures Twain's 

most important character type--the Mysterious Stranger, 

seen in works as diverse as "Jim Smiley and His Jumping 

Frog" and The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg. Before long, 

this character type will cease frightening the squatters 

of the world and start cheating them. 

When Orion left on a brief vacation in September 

1852, he made the not-altogether-wise decision to leave 

his brother in charge of the paper. Twain took advantage 

of his new situation and promptly launched an attack on a 

rival editor for an affront done to Orion some weeks be-

fore (Branch and Hirst, 15.1: 72). In "'Local' Resolves to 

Commit Suicide," he presents an exaggerated account of the 

editor's earlier suicide attempt. This was his first lit-

erary hoax, and though it infuriated Orion, Twain's 

affinity for this type of mischief only grew, as seen in 

this headline from May 1853: 

TERRIBLE ACCIDENT! 
500 MEN KILLED AND MISSING!!! 

We had set the above head up, expecting, (of 
course) to use it, but as the accident hasn't 
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yet happened, we'll say 
(To be continued) 

Clemens of Hannibal 258) 
(qtd. in Wecter, Sam 

For the most part, Twain's works between 1851 and 1857 

indicate no real interest in a literary career. His meta-

fictional juvenilia was not far removed from the standarct 

journalistic style of the day. After he apprenticed himself 

to a Mississippi steamboat pilot, however, his works, though 

few, began showing a new maturity, fictionally and metafic-

tionally speaking. "River Intelligence" (May 1859) suggests 

a respectable command of satire and burlesque, and "Pilot's 

Memorandum" (August 1860) is notable for its seamless blend 

of fact and fiction, a style of writing he used with great 

success in Life on the Mississppi. 

From 1862 to 1864, Twain worked as a frontier journal-

ist in Nevada, and though he wrote hundreds of pieces during 

this time, only about forty are extant. Of these, the most 

important would have to be the hoaxes "Petrified Man" (Octo-

ber 1862) and "A Bloody Massacre near Carson" (October 

1863). In the first, Twain drew on the petrified man mania 

common in the time and region to "report" a finding "in the 

mountains south of Gravelly Ford." With intense gravity, he 

describes the phenomenon in comically explicit detail: 

The body was in a sitting posture, and leaning 
against a huge mass of croppings; the attitude 
was pensive, the right thumb resting against the 
side of the nose; the left thumb partially sup
ported the chin, the fore-finger pressing the 
inner corner of the left eye and drawing it 



partially open; the right eye was closed, and 
the fingers of the right hand spread apart. 
(Works 15.1: 159) 

Eight of the twelve papers that reprinted "Petrified Man" 

never suspected the story was a total fabrication (Branch 

and Hirst, 15.1: 158). "A Bloody Massacre near Carson" 

begins with the news that, after murdering his wife and 

seven of his children, one Philip Hipkins "dashed into 

Carson on horseback, with his throat cut from ear to ear, 

and bearing in his hand a reeking scalp from which the 
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warm, smoking blood was still dripping . • " (Works 1 5. 1 : 

324). Though riddled with obvious falsities, the story 

was widely believed, even after Twain's retraction (Branch 

and Hirst, 15.1: 320). The two hoaxes must have left 

quite an impression: With an astute command of journal-

ese and poker-faced narration, he could manipulate tens 

of thousands of people into believing what never hap-

pened--except in his own mind. 

Meanwhile, a February 3, 1863 letter heralded the ar-

rival of "Mark Twain." Twain had used pseudonyms before, 

among them "Josh," "A Son of Adam," and "Thomas Jefferson 

Snodgrass." Hank Morgan, whom Twain once described as "a 

perfect ignoramus" ("Mark Twain, the Man, as Dan Beard 

Knew"), probably owes much of his identity to "W. Epami-

nondas Adrastus Blab," a "frank, opinionated ignoramus" 

(Branch, Literary Apprenticeship 15). Twain seems to have 

been much more comfortable when writing behind a mask, and 



as time passed, the distance between Samuel Clemens and 

Mark Twain increased. By the time he wrote "Jim Smiley 

and His Jumping Frog," a clear rift had formed between 

Mark Twain and "Mark Twain" as well. 
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Twain's works between 1851 and 1864 were almost 

wholly subliterary, but they provide valuable insight 

into his development as a metafictionist. Obviously, the 

aspect of chicanery dominates this period, an aspect 

which is also present in ~very major work that ensued. 

In addition, some of his works from the mid-1850's reveal 

a talent for parody, especially of romantic writers, and 

later journalistic efforts show an interest in the nature 

of representation. A newpaper is not the news; it is 

only a representation of the news. One way that Twain 

explored this sliding scale of representation was in giv

ing his news articles titles which had no relations to 

the texts they represented. The title of the work that 

marks the second stage of his metafictional development 

is a prime example. 



CHAPTER V 

"JIM SMILEY AND HIS JUMPING FROG": 

THE STORY OF A STORY 

In June 1864, Twain moved to San Francisco and began 

work as a local reporter for the Morning Call. Later that 

year, during an extended vacation among the mining camps of 

Calaveras County, he heard the story that was eventually to 

become "Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog" (1865). This 

sketch established his reputation across the nation, but 

the first two versions, "The Only Reliable Account of the 

Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County," and "Angel's 

Camp Constable," were utter failures. His inability to make 

anything out of the story on the first two attempts seems to 

owe to an assumption that a detached recorder of dialogue 

could transform a charming and rambling oral narrative into 

writing without los~ng its appeal in the translation. He 

seems to have realized before the third attempt that a writ

er should be selective in detail and economic in 

presentation, for a reader is less patient with digression 

than a listener. At the same time, Twain apparently dis

covered that while an oral narrative had to be reshaped 

for the written form, the effect of an oral presentation 

could be preserved, even heightened. "It usually takes 

three weeks," he once quipped, "to prepare a good impromptu 

speech" (qtd. in Lederer), for the effect of spontaneity is 

manufactured more often than recorded. These discoveries 

28 



29 

made Mark Twain into a fictionist, but they also exposed him 

to the strange and often paradoxical natures of language, 

truth, fiction, and reality; and for this reason, "Jim Smi

ley and His Jumping Frog" is of crucial importance to this 

study. 

Twain's preoccupation with the lore of storytelling is 

evident in this impeccably rendered and deceptively simple 

tale. To begin with, the salutation from "Mark Twain" to 

"A. Ward" immediately presents to the reader an ontological 

conundrum: How can a fictional character address a "real" 

person? The answer, I believe, lies in Twain's understand

~ng of representation, for he seems to be aware that the 

words "Artemus \vard" only refer to that v.;rhich is Artemus 

Wardness; they are not in themselves the man, just as 

the names on the title page of this thesis are representa-

tions, not the things represented. For Twain, "A. Ward" 

(but not Artemus Ward) shares the same ontological status as 

"Mark Twain," and both can address each other in the same 

way that Huck Finn can refer to "Mark Twain." This sliding 

scale of representation is underscored in "Jumping Frog" 

through the use of names like "Andrew Jackson" and "Dan'l 

Webster," names which could represent a President and Sen

ator, or a dog and a frog. Furthermore, Twain seems to 

be raising the nagging epistemological issue of our inabi

lity ever to "know" anything, since most, if not all, of our 



30 

knowledge of the world is mediated through this imperfect 

system of references. 

The reader's attempt to "know" Jim Smiley's story is 

also frustrated, for Twain emphasizes that any report (i.e., 

any representation) will be skewed by the reporter's indi-

vidual reference system and by his selection of details; 

thus, any narrative, especially an oral narrative, will be 

affected with every new transmission. The reader's under-

standing of the Jim Smiley story is mediated by "Mark 

Twain," whose understanding is mediated by Simon Wheeler, 

and there is the implication that Wheeler himself has heard 

portions of the story from any number of other mediators. 

This use of multiple storytellers, seen in A Connecticut 

Yankee as well, serves two purposes: First, it emphasizes 

the fictionality of the whole narrative, and second, it 

underscores how the clarity of an experience can disinte-

grate with multiple encodings and decodings. 

One of Twain's most important statements concerning the 

effects of multiple storytellers on a narrative lies in this 

passage: 

And then Smiley says, "That's all right--that's 
all right--if you'll hold my box a minute I'll go 
get you a frog;" and the feller took the box, and 
put up his forty dollars along with Smiley's, and 
set down to wait. 

So he set there a good while thinking and 
thinking to hisself, and then he got the frog out 
and prized his mouth open and took a teaspoon and 
filled him full of quail shot--filled him pretty 
near up to his chin--and set him of the floor. 
(Works 15.2: 286-87) 
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No one but the Mysterious Stranger could have known 

exactly what happened in Smiley's absence; that is, no one 

else could have known what instrument was used to insert 

the quail shot, or that the stranger "set there a good 

while" as opposed to a few seconds; these gaps in the 

story, then, have been filled by subsequent tellers of 

the tale. This embellishment is a type of self-conscious 

intrusion by the teller, and it calls attention to his or 

her status as an author. Consequently, the real story 

involves the way in which the author's imagination "can 

perceive the likeness of scattered elements . . and find 

the unifying nature of distant events" (Kennedy 67). 

Thus, the story of "Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog" is 

not so much about Jim Smiley as it is about Simon Wheel

er's telling of that story. 

"Jumping Frog," as I said before, reaches the reader 

only after it has been retold by a number of tellers, each 

adding a new "voice" to the previous incarnation, and long 

before "Mark Twain" tells the story to "A. Ward," it has 

experienced fifteen years of intertextual seasoning. An 

intertextual community in himself, Simon Wheeler serves as 

a vast repository of oral narratives, the story of Jim 

Smiley being but a single utterance, or parole, and 

Twain's hyperextended frame allows the reader to catch a 

glimpse of the next narrative in the Wheeler canon: 



[Smiley] set the frog down and took out after 
that feller, but he never ketched him. And--
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[Here Simon Wheeler heard his name called from 
the front yard, and got up to go and see what was 
wanted.] And turning to me as he moved away, he 
said: "Just sit where you are, stranger, and 
rest easy--I ain't going to be gone a second." 

But by your leave, I did not think that a con
tinuation of the history of the enterprising 
vagabond Jim Smiley would be likely to afford me 
much information concerning ~he Rev. Leonidas W. 
Smiley, so I started away. 

At the door I met the sociable Wheeler return
ing, and he buttonholed me and recommenced: 

"Well, thish-yer Smiley had a yaller one-eyed 
cow that didn't have no tail only just a short 
stump like a bannanner, and--" (works 15.2: 
286-87) 

With his last word being "and--," Wheeler seems to be on 

the verge of a different story about Jim Smiley, suggest-

ing that his langue, his collection of stories, consists 

of a circular network of overlapping narratives. This 

accounts for the name "Wheeler," for it could refer to a 

talent for marathon narration and to that "interminable 

narrative" mentioned by "Twain" (Works 15.2: 283). 

Finally, the chicanery in the piece should be 

treated, as it pervades all levels of the narrative. The 

story concerns Jim Smiley, who is the "curiosest man about 

always betting on anything that turned up you ever see, if 

he could get anybody to bet on the other side, and if he 

couldn't he'd change sides ... " (Works 15.2: 283). His 

mare, the "fifteen-minute nag," is deceptively fast 

(Works 15.2: 284), and his dog, Andrew Jackson, is decep-

tively tough--to the point of role-playing: 
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And he had a little small bull-pup, that to 
look at him you'd think he warn't worth a cent, 
but to set around and look ornery, and lay for a 
chance to steal something. But as soon as the 
money was up on him he was a different dog .•.. 
And a dog might tackle him, and bully-rag him, and 
throw him over his shoulder two or three times, 
and [he] would never let on but what he was satis
fied • • . and the bets being doubled and doubled 
on the other side all the time, till the money was 
all up. • . . (Works 15.2: 284) 

The Mysterious Stranger ends up hoodwinking Jim, and 

even "Mark Twain" suspects that "A. Ward" has pulled a hoax: 

You only conjectured that if I asked old Wheeler 
about [Leonidas W. Smiley] it would remind him of 
his infamous Jim Smiley, and he would go to work 
and bore me to death with some infernal reminis
cence of him as long and tedious as it should be 
useless to me. If that was your design, Mr. Ward, 
it will gratify you to know that it succeeded. 
(Works 15.2: 282) 

The reader too is hoaxed, though pleasantly, in what appears 

to be a collusion between "Twain" and "Ward." In "How to 

Tell a Story," Twain said that the humor of a story derives 

from the irony of the teller's lack of awareness that he is 

telling something funny (Writings 22: 8), and this irony is 

doubled in "Jumping Frog" with "Twain"'s straight-faced 

reception and censure of the "infernal remeniscence." In 

playing the role of the disinterested listener, "Twain" acts 

as the stooge in Wheeler's travelling medicine show, a type 

of chicanery practiced by the king and the duke and Jim Smi-

ley and Andrew Jackson. There is also an interesting and 

unusual level of meaning to be seen between Twain and the 

reader. "Whenever an author conveys to his reader an 



unspoken point," according to Wayne Booth, "he creates a 

sense of collusion against all those, whether in the story 

or out of it, who do not get that point" (304). Thus, the 

reader also derives enjoyment from collusion with Twain in 

exposing "Twain" as a stooge. 
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"Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog" decisively stresses 

storytelling over story, and as such, it stands as Twain's 

first major work of self-conscious fiction. Furthermore, 

Twain uses in this sketch many of the metafictional elements 

seen later in A Connecticut Yankee. Both works embed the 

principal narrative within a larger series of frames, and 

both include within the text a teller and hearer or writer 

and reader of the text. Both works conclude with the main 

storyteller about to launch into a new narrative, only to 

be "snuffed out" in one way or another; and, finally, both 

arrive at the core narrative by means of multiple story

tellers. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN: 

TWAIN'S NOVEL AND HUCK'S BOOK 

Twain remained in California until late 1866, and 

during this time he established himself as the West's fore

most humorous speaker, a role that more than anything else 

helped to create the "Mark Twain" persona. Meanwhile, as a 

result of "Jumping Frog," his popularity in the East soared, 

and in January 1867, he moved to New York to capitalize on 

the "Twain" phenomenon. A trip to Europe and the Holy Land 

resulted in the successful The Innocents Abroad (1869), a 

spoof on the popular travel books of the time,which pre

sented the unvarnished truth about overseas travel and gave 

the rest of the world a look at "Mark Twain," the "honest 

innocent who is ready to become the skeptic; the iconoclas

tic democrat; and, at worst, the ignorant philisine" 

(Emerson 52). 

His next major work, Roughing It (1872), a collection 

of stories about his life in Nevada, California, and Hawaii, 

sold well and was generally well received. A consistent 

theme in the book is victimization and humiliation (though 

good-natured and usually self-directed), often expressed in 

the tall tale form. Roughing It could have been the perfect 

vehicle for Twain to utilize the self-conscious techniques 

of "Jumping Frog," but he did not do so for at least two 

reasons. First, he had married Olivia Langdon of the 

35 



36 

respectable New England Langdon family, and his desire to 

fit into their genteel social order pushed him toward fic

tion of a more traditional and less experimental nature. 

Second, this new environment also required a high income, 

so Twain opted to publish Roughing It in the more lucrative 

serial form, a form which affected his handling of the nar

rative for the worse. 

Twain's first novel, The Gilded Age (1873), a collab

oration with Charles Dudley Warner, was an ambitious but 

poorly plotted, uneven, and often directionless work. It 

also marks a critical moment in Twain's development as a 

metafictionist. For the first time, he stressed story over 

storytelling, and in the novel's emphasis on social criti

cism, Twain, as Alter would argue, was beginning to see 

fiction as a means of embracing the historical moment. In 

all, the works between 1870 and 1875 attest to an uncertain

ty in his perception of his role as a literary artist. The 

best of these, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), succeeds 

not so much as fiction as nostalgic autobiography. 

In The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), begun in 

1876, Twain makes a sudden leap in his growth as a self

conscious fictionist. The self-conscious practices seen in 

"Jumping Frog" are not just extended but amplified in this 

novel-length treatment, and chief among these practices is 

the emphasis on chicanery, especially the lie. Huckleberry 

Finn has long been understood to be the story of a boy's 
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initiation into manhood, but this initiation carries with it 

lessons in the art of deception; and Huck's deceptions grow 

in number and complexity as the novel progresses. In the 

first six chapters, Huck refuses to lie, even when telling 

the truth means censure and abuse. By refusing to pretend 

he sees Tom Sawyer's "A-rabs and Spanish merchants," he in

vites Tom's scorn (22), and when Pap Finn asks him if he 

knows how to read, Huck responds truthfully, though fully 

aware that Pap will be infuriated by his literacy (28). 

Huck resorts to deception only upon realizing that his life 

is in danger, so he effects a Tom Sawyer style "adventure" 

to cover his escape from Pap (40-42). Later, aware that 

Jim's freedom is in his hands, he goes ashore dressed as a 

girl to gather intelligence (62-68), and when a pair of 

slavehunters approach the raft, he lets on that he and his 

"father" have smallpox to keep them away (95). At the 

Grangerford's, he lies to Sophia about reading Harney 

Shepherdson's note, not to be malicious, but to avoid get

ting mixed up in the feud he has just learned about (113). 

From the king and the duke, Huck learns the art of 

casual lying through tales of piracy and usurped titles. 

As their "valet," his life is not in danger, but he finds 

himself telling wildly improvisational stories of his life 

in England to the Wilks girls to keep his cover (170-71). 

A few pages later, he lies to the king about his theft of 

the girls' money (181), and to gain information about Jim's 
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whereabouts, he poses as a slavehunter, even though there is 

no logical reason for his having to do so (207). At the com

pletion of the raft trip, Huck has become an accomplished 

liar. 

This is evident to Joanna Wilks, who tells Mary Jane 

that she suspects Huck has told some "stretchers" (173), 

thus establishing a kinship among Huck, "Mark Twain," and 

every other teller of "stretchers." Here Twain seems to im

ply that Huck cannot write his story until he becomes well 

versed in the art of lying, an implication that relates to 

the structure of the novel in two ways. First, being the 

story of the main character's artistic development, Huckle

berry Finn can be read as a liar's bildungsroman, which 

would account, in part, for the falling off in the interest 

level when Huck arrives at the Phelps farm; at this point, 

his education has been completed. Second, Huckleberry Finn 

can also be read as a liar's "self-begetting novel," a meta

fictional novel form that "projects the illusion of art 

creating itself" (Kellman 1245), offering an account of the 

development of a character "to the point at which he is 

able to take up a pen and compose the novel we have just 

read" (Kellman 1246). A self-begetting novel differs from 

a bildungsroman insofar as it presents "a dialectic between 

the naive, questing hero and his narrator alter ego recol

lecting prior emotion in tranquility" (Kellman 1247). A 

circular form results which encourages multiple readings. 
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Twain also emphasizes the text's status as a protracted 

lie through the ambiguous use of the word "adventure." When 

Huck and Jim come to the wreck of the Walter Scott, Huck 

wants to go aboard and explore, arguing, "Do you reckon Tom 

Sawyer would ever go by this thing? Not for pie, he 

wouldn't. He'd call it an adventure--that's what he'd call 

it; and he'd land on that wreck if it was his last act" (72). 

Like his "A-rabs and Spanish merchants" and romantic plans 

to steal the free Jim, all of Tom's deceptions are "adven

tures," and throughout the remainder of the novel, the word 

becomes synonymous with "lie." Therefore, the title The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is rather appropriate. 

Chicanery is also present in the text's assorted trick

sters and their hoaxes. Tom and Huck lead Jim to believe 

that he has been ridden by witches (15-16), and Huck pulls 

a couple of pranks of his own on Jim. In the first, he 

tries to scare Jim with a rattlesnake, only to see Jim get 

bitten by the snake's mate (59), and in the second, he con

vinces Jim that their separation in the fog was only a dream 

(90). The greatest number of hoaxes, of course, are perpe

trated by the king and the duke. 

Tom's hoax involving the withholding of information 

regarding Jim's freedom fools everyone--including the read

er. In Mark Twain's Humor, Pascal Covici sees the last 

thirteen chapters as Twain's hoax on the reader, who, be

lieving that Tom has reached a level of moral development 
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similar to Huck's, feels betrayed upon learning that Tom 

has actually been subjecting Jim to cruel and pointless 

degradation (171). And by deliberately withholding key 

information about Pap's death and Jim's freedom himself, 

Huck pulls his own hoax on the reader, a hoax which smarts 

all the more painfully because he has asked for, and re

ceived (mainly by branding "Mark Twain" an inveterate 

liar), a special trust from the reader. 

Chicanery in Huckleberry Finn entails role-playing, 

and Twain uses the actor/audience relationship to comment 

on the author/reader relationship in the fiction-making 

process. Huck's earliest role is of a would-be robber, but 

his later masquerades, as with his lies, serve as a means 

of self-preservation (Pribek 68). At the Grangerford's, 

he assumes the role of the orphan George Jackson (98), and 

in the Wilks' household, he plays the valet of Harvey Wilks 

(the king) (169). At the Phelps farm, he plays Tom Sawyer, 

(218), a role which allows Tom to play the role of Sid Saw

yer (224) and the role within the role of William Thompson 

(222). Jim's roles include the captured slave (135), the 

Sick Arab (157), and Tom's romantic prisoner. The most im

portant roles in the novel are Huck's Sarah (later Mary) 

Williams from Hookerville and George Peters, the runaway 

apprentice, both played before Mrs. Loftus, herself playing 

the role of the willfully deceived and participatory audi

ence, who even gives Huck feedback on his role-playing 



62-68). Occasionally, Huck becomes the audience, 

observing, for example, the Grangerford-Shepherdson feud 

while perched in a nearby tree (Shrubb 64). 
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To Huck and Jim, the king and the duke play their 

roles as spurious nobility; but for the most part, their 

roles involve the manipulation of large audiences. Be

fore his legitimate roles in portions of Hamlet, Richard 

III, and Romeo and Juliet, the king assumes the role of a 

reformed pirate (133-34), and as Harvey Wilks, he delivers 

a humorously inept eulogy over the deceased Peter Wilks 

(167). Finally, one other performance that deserves 

mention is Colonel Sherburn's speech before the lynch mob 

(146-47). 

The king and the duke's Shakespearean Revival allows 

for direct intertextual intrusion into Huckleberry Finn. 

Other directly intrusive texts include Don Quixote (22), 

Pilgrim's Progress (104), and the story of Moses and the 

"Bulrushers" (12). Some texts enter indirectly, like the 

grimly comic inversion of Romeo and Juliet seen in the 

elopement of Harney Shepherdson and Sophia Grangerford 

(116-18). There is an obvious intertextrual relationship 

between Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, and Tom acts as 

the main conduit through which many, mostly indirect, 

intertextual allusions invade the text of Huckleberry 

Finn. According to Tom, everything, including Jim's 
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escape, must be done "by the books," especially "pirate and 

robber books": 

" ••. I've seen it in books; and so of 
course that's what we've got to do." 

"But how can we do it if we don't know what it 
is?" 

"Why, blame it all, we've got to do it. Don't 
I tell you it's in the books? Do you want to go 
doing different from what's in the books, and get 
things all muddled up?" (18) 

The inclusion within the text of the posters announcing 

the king and the duke's Shakespearean Revival and Royal 

Nonesuch attest to Twain's growing affinity for typograph-

ical elements, but his most important statements regarding 

the nature of language are those which highlight the inade-

quacy of language to convey meaning. He suggests this 

inadequacy in Huck and Jim's well-known discussion of the 

French language: 

" . S'pose a man was to come to you and 
say Polly-voo-franzy--what would you think?" 

"I wouldn't think nuffn; I'd take en bust him 
over de head--dat is, if he warn't white. I 
wouldn't 'low no nigger to call me dat." 

"Shucks, it ain't calling you anything. It's 
only saying, do you know how to talk French?" 

"Well, den, why couldn't he say it?" 
"Why, he is a-saying it. That's a Frenchman's 

way of sayingit." 
"Well, it's a blame redicklous way, en I doan' 

want to hear no mo' 'bout it. Dey ain't no sense 
in it." (84) 

Without knowing it, Huck is expressing a fundamental dis-

tinction between signifier and signified, a distinction that 

Jim, with his understanding of the English language as a 

singular and immutable reference system, cannot comprehend. 
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Nevertheless, Twain, like a contemporary metafictionist, 

could exploit the inadequacy of language for stylistic dis-

tinction and humor: 

I don't see any use in having a uniform and arbi
trary way of spelling words. We might as well 
make all clothing look alike and cook all dishes 
alike. Sameness is tiresome; variety is pleasure. 
Kow spelled with a large K is just as good as with 
a-5mall c. It is better.- It gives the imagina
tion a broader field, a wider scope. (qtd. in 
Lederer) 

In Huckleberry Finn, he emphasizes the sliding scale of lan-

guage representation by consistently attaching comically 

distorted signifiers to signifieds: Bilgewater/Bridgewater 

(125), the bad place/hell (12), Looy/Louis (126), Arkansaw/ 

Arkansas (102), vallay/valet (169), dolphin/dauphin (83), 

diseased/deceased (167), and orgies/obsequies (167), to name 

a few. 

Through such arbitrarily assigned signifiers and also 

through role-playing, Twain advances a major epistemological 

theme in the novel: Truth is not always on the side of ap-

pearance and things are seldom what they seem to be. From 

the beginning, characters and readers' attempts ever to 

"know" anything are frustrated by their (willful) entry into 

dreams, fantasy, and drunkenness and by deceptive super-

ficial appearances and unreliabale transmissions of 

narratives. For example, Jim's dream of being ridden by 

witches is, like Goodman Brown's dream, vivid enough to be 

indistinguishable from his waking existence (15-16). The 
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dream of reality and the reality of dreams eventually turned 

into an obsession with Twain, and the inability to clearly 

distinguish between the two became a central theme of many 

of his works in the 1890's. The world of fantasy allows Tom 

to see the "'ingots' and 'julery'" of the "A-rabs and Span-

ish merchants" with their "two hundred elephants and six 

hundred camels" while the other boys only see the hymnbooks 

and doughnuts of a Sunday school picnic (21-22). Both 

worlds exist for Twain, so long as both are perceived. Even 

drunkenness affords passage into an alternate world, a world 

where Pap Finn becomes a victim of snakes, devils, and the 

"Angel of Death" (Huck) (36-37). 

The world of Huckleberry Finn is a world of deceptive 

appearances where concealed evil awaits unsuspecting inno-

cents like Huck, Jim, and the Wilks girls. Huck's initial 

reaction to the Grangerford family is of awe and reverence, 

but underneath their aristocratic grandeur he finds a primal 

savagery that he would most often associate with his father. 

Tom Sawyer's new identity as a committed abolitionist turns 

out to be spurious, and if outward behavior were not enough 

to mislead, a change of clothing might work; even someone 

as morally bankrupt as the king can assume a deceptive ap-

pearance of trustworthiness: 

I never 
before. 
old rip 
his new 

knowed how clothes could change a body 
Why, before, he looked like the orneriest 

that ever was; but now, when he'd take off 
white beaver and make a bow and do a 
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smile, he looked that grand and good and pious 
that you'd say he walked right out of the ark, and 
maybe was old Leviticus himself. (157-58) 

His experiences with the Grangerfords have taught him to 

look beyond the superficial, but when he cuts through the 

king and the duke's outward artifice and arrives at their 

essential characters, he realizes that his former ignorance 

in bliss offered a sanctuary of sorts from deception, a 

sanctuary that Jim enjoys: "What was the use to tell Jim 

these warn't real kings and dukes? It wouldn't 'a' done no 

good; and, besides, it was just as I said; you couldn't 

tell them from the real kind" (155). 

In "Jumping Frog," Twain dwelled on the erosion of re-

liability of a narrative as it passes from storyteller to 

storyteller, frustrating the listener/reader's attempt to 

"know" the story of Jim Smiley, and in Huckleberry Finn, he 

occasionally revisits this problem, as in the story of Hank 

Bunker: 

Old Hank Bunker [looked at the new moon over his 
left shoulder]; and in less than two years he got 
drunk and fell off the shot tower, and spread 
himself out so that he was just a kind of layer, 
as you might say; and they slid him edgewise be
tween two barn doors for a coffin, and buried him 
so, so they say, but I didn't see it. Pap told 
me. (60) 

Sometimes Twain emphasizes how an inexperienced teller may 

fail to make a clear communication: "Everything was dead 

quiet, and it looked late, and smelt late. You know what I 

mean--I don't know the words to put it in" (42). More 
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often, he expresses the distorting effects of censorship, 

sometimes self-imposed, thrust upon a former frontier jour

nalist after marrying into a respectable New England family. 

He had always believed that "there are some atrocities 

which the pen cannot write" (Letters from the Earth 54), and 

Huck's story likewise gets cloudy in the midst of his des-

cription of the Grangerford-Shepherdson feud: "I don't want 

to talk much about the next day," he says, then declares, "I 

ain't going to tell all that happened" (115; 117). 

Tom Sawyer might have told the story, but given his 

proclivity for romantic embellishment, his representation 

would hardly be reliable. His understanding of language, 

like Hank Morgan's in A Connecticut Yankee, differs com

pletely form Huck's, for Tom assigns primacy to the written 

representation, not the thing represented. Words, then, 

regardless of what they convey or how they convey it, are 

sacred, so anything "in the books," anything in the written 

form, is indisputably real to him. On the other hand, Huck, 

like Twain, harbors a suspicion about language and sees it 

as more of an individually constructed tool of communica

tion not anchored in any divine, absolute reference system. 

When Joanna Wilks asks him to lay his hand on a book and 

swear that he has not lied, Huck does so, but only after 

seeing that the book is a dictionary, not a Bible (172). 

A major component of metafiction is that fiction, to 

itself, is not a lie; and even though the reader recognizes 



the existence of the world of Huckleberry Finn as only a 

fixed sequence of verbal significations, it exists never

theless, having full referential status in its own terms. 

Granting this, the reader may begin to understand one of 

the greatest paradoxes in American literature--the first 

sentence of Huckleberry Finn. 
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Twain's critics have too often dismissed this sentence 

as an isolaterl example of stylistic pluck, but simply to 

attribute it to the contemporary metafictional practice of 

frame-breaking would be equally inaccurate. While it is 

true that Twain delights in filling a text with frames 

within frames, worlds within worlds, he never allows his 

characters (or himself) to intrude into other worlds; so 

Huck can refer to "Mark Twain" only because they exist as 

similar creations of the imagination, creations inhabiting 

a world separate from Twain and the reader. Even so, Huck 

believes he is real, but he offers as the basis of his 

"reality" his preexistence in Tom Sawyer; and as humorous 

as this may seem, Huck is actually making a complex onto

logical statement. A version of Tom Sawyer exists in his 

world--he has read it--just as a version of the Mississippi 

River exists, but in this world, Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry 

Finn exist as biography and autobiography, not as fiction. 

Twain underscores this distinction by having Huck refer to 

Tom Sawyer as a book (five times on the first page), just 



as his own work is a book and not a novel, a term that 

would imply fictionality rather than reality (11; 283). 

Twain, however, is not through confusing the reader. 
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On the title page, some "voice" tells us that the actions 

in the novel take place during the "Early Nineteenth Cen

tury," long before there was a "Mr. Mark Twain" or a Tom 

Sawyer (3). The question of who authored this part of the 

novel/text/book cannot be answered until the reader arrives 

at some understanding of when a text actually begins, 

whether with the first sentence, with the introduction, or 

with the outside cover. The attempt is futile, as is any 

attempt to attribute authorship of any or all of these to 

Samuel Clemens, Mark Twain, "Mark Twain," or Huck. At any 

rate, the more the reader wrestles with these contradic

tions, the more he becomes aware of his role as a reader. 

I would offer that Twain wrote the first portions of 

Huckleberry Finn with great care, intentionally making the 

questions he raises as unresolvable as possible to empha

size that since fictional worlds and fictional characters 

both exist and do not exist at the same time, the "reality" 

of our own existence may be equally suspect. If fictions 

can come true (and they always do, so long as they are per

ceived), then apparent truth can become fiction. I say 

that Twain intentionally raises these questions because 

when he subjected the novel to more than nine hundred 
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revisions in 1884, he let the beginning of Huckleberry Finn 

stand as it was (Emerson 142). 

The paradox of existing and not existing at the same 

time also manifests itself in Twain's use of doubles. 

Some of these include Huck and Jim, Huck and Tom, Huck and 

Buck Grangerford, the king and the duke, Huck and Jim and 

the king and the duke, Pap Finn and Colonel Grangerford, 

the Grangerfords and the Shepherdsons, and the Phelps and 

the Grangerfords. Extratextual plots are also mimicked, 

from the story of Moses on the Nile and Huck on the Missis

sippi to the various incarnations of Romeo and Juliet. 

If the first sentence of the novel makes the reader 

recognize his existence as a reader, it must also draw at

tention to the presence of an author behind the fiction. 

For this reason, Huckleberry Finn marks the beginning of a 

schism between Twain on the one hand and Howells and the 

burgeoning realists on the other, for the notion of a self

effacing author was hardly agreeable to a writer who 

delighted in drawing attention to his extraordinary power 

of creativity. While realism allowed for any number of 

potential stories, it reduced the possible strategies for 

telling them, and Twain could hardly abide these constric-

tions: "Truth is stranger than Fiction [i.e., realism], 

but this is because Fiction is obliged to stick to possi-

bilities. Truth isn't" ("Puddn'head Wilson's New 

Calender" (563). Huck and Jim express a dialectic 
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between realism and Twainism in their debate over the nature 

of stars: 

We had the sky up there, all speckled with stars, 
and we used to lay on our backs and look up at 
them, and discuss about whether they was made or 
only just happened. Jim he allowed they was 
made, but I allowed they happened; I judged it 
would have took too long to make so many. (121) 

If a realist acts as a detached recorder of a preexisting 

reality, his work "just happens"; but Twain would argue 

that since stars and stories are "made," their making in 

itself points to the existence of a maker. Huck tells us 

that Tom Sawyer and his own story have been "made," not 

written, an important distinction (11; 283). 

Huckleberry Finn also reveals Twain's growing interest 

in exploiting the Godlike power of the author, and it was a 

recognition of this power that led to his resumption of the 

stalled narrative in 1879. At this point in the text, Huck 

and Jim have abandoned the raft, just after a steamboat 

"come smashing straight through the raft" (98). Later, Huck 

(and the reader) is astonished at the miracle of the un-

smashed raft: 

"You mean to say our old raft warn't smashed 
all to flinders?" 

"No, she warn't. She was tore up a good deal-
one en' of her was; but dey warn't no great harm 
done. . " (115) 

Again, in spite of extensive textual changes, these contra-

dictory passages were left standing, perhaps because such 

incidents serve as "reminders of the writer's control over 
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what happens, and they occur because Huckleberry Finn is to 

some extent a book about making fictions, and about fiction-

makers' ability to control events .•. " (Tracy 222). In 

addition, Twain suggests the writer's freedom to alter and 

control reality by Huck's commenting on Emmeline Granger-

ford's unfinished drawing (Tracy 222): 

It was a picture of a young woman in a long white 
gown, standing on the rail of a bridge all ready 
to jump off, with her hair all down her back, and 
looking up to the moon, with the tears running 
down her face, and she had two arms folded across 
her breast, and two arms stretched out in front, 
and two more reaching up toward the moon--and the 
idea was to see which pair would look hest, and 
then scratch out all the other arms •... (105) 

For Twain, an author could not be so detached from his 

narrative that it would assume a life of its own, free from 

the hands of its creator. Huckleberry Finn, however, is 

often read as just such a novel, as it seems to flow in a 

single, unalterable direction, like the Mississippi River 

itself. But to be truly faithful to the metaphor, even the 

ancient and mighty Mississippi was subject to the control-

ling hands of a force greater than itself, as Twain noted 

in Life on the Mississippi: 

The Mississippi is remarkable in still another 
way--its disposition to make prodigious jumps by 
cutting through narrow necks of land, and thus 
straightening and shortening itself. More than 
once it has shortened itself thirty miles at a 
single jump .•. 

The Mississippi does not alter its locality by 
cutoffs alone: it is always changing its habitat 
bodily--is always moving bodily sidewise. 
(Writings 9: 3-4) 
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The notion of the author as God goes back at least as far as 

Tristram Shandy, with Tristram acknowledging the guiding 

hand behind his pen: " ••. I begin with writing the first 

sentence--and trusting to Almighty God for the second" 

(438). In what could be a direct allusion to this passage, 

Huck also hints at the presence of a force greater than 

himself: 

I went right along, not fixing up any particular 
plan, but just trusting to Providence to put the 
right words in my mouth when the time come; for 
I'd noticed that Providence always did put the 
right words in my mouth if I let it alone. (215) 

Finally, Twain also draws attention to himself as the 

author through his conspicuous intoduction to the novel. 

He directly addresses the reader and offers instructions on 

how the text is to be read, thus alerting the reader to his 

role in the fiction-making process. Afterwards, he charac-

teristically goes behind the stage to begin manipulating 

the performers in the narrative. 

With Huckleberry Finn, Twain reaches the penultimate 

stage in his development as a metafictionist. A decade 

earlier, he had explored the nature of fiction in "Jumping 

Frog," and in this work, he turns his attention to the na-

ture of reality, and how it is not always so easily 

distinguished from fiction. Still, the self-conscious prac-

tices seen in Huckleberry Finn ultimately serve as a means 

rather than an end, and while Twain ingeniously foregrounds 

the act of writing a text by taking a step away from it 
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(presenting Huck as the writer), the view fails to encompass 

the second element in the fiction-making process--the 

reader. This additional step can be seen in A Connecticut 

Yankee in King Arthur's Court, his most self-conscious work 

of fiction ever. 



PART III 

THE ADVENTURES OF HANK MORGAN: 

PLAYING GOD IN A CONNECTICUT 

YANKEE IN KING 

ARTHUR'S COURT 
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CHAPTER VII 

A CONNECTICUT YANKEE IN KING 

ARTHUR'S COURT: CONCEPTION, 

COMPOSITION, AND INTENTION 

Mark Twain conceived and wrote A Connecticut Yankee in 

King Arthur's Court between late 1884 and April 1889, and 

its composition can be divided into five stages (Smith, 

Introduction 9: 1-14). The germ of the idea for the novel 

has long been identified in this undated notebook entry 

made during an 1884 reading tour: 

Dream of being a knight errant in armor in the 
middle ages. Have the notions & habits of thought 
of the present day mixed with the necessities 
of that. No pockets in the armor. No way to man
age certain requirements of nature. Can't 
scratch. Cold in the head--can't blow--can't get 
at handkerchief, can't use iron sleeve. Iron gets 
red hot in the sun--leaks in the rain, gets white 
with frost & freezes me solid in the winter. Suf
fer from lice & fleas. Make disagreeable clatter 
when I enter church. Can't dress or undress my
self. Always getting struck by lightning. Fall 
down, can't get up. See Morte d'Arthur. (Note
books and Journals 3: 78) 

Historically, this dream has been understood to be Twain's, 

but since A Connecticut Yankee ends with Hank Morgan wonder-

ing if his Arthurian experiences have been a dream, the 

possibility exists that the dream mentioned in the entry 

refers to a planned incident in the novel and not to a 

source for the novel. 

The second stage of composition consists of a related 

series of notebook entries made in 1885. The most notable 

55 
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of these indicates that Twain uncharacteristically began A 

Connecticut Yankee with a definite conclusion in mind: 

Have a battle between modern army with gatling 
guns--(automatic) 600 shots a minute, with one 
pulling of the trigger, torpedos, balloons, 100-
ton cannon, ironclad fleet &c & Prince de 
Joinville's Middle Age Crusaders. (Notebooks and 
Journals 3: 86) 

While this entry clearly prefigures the Battle of the Sand-

Belt, there is no proof that at this point Twain had 

committed himself to the outcome of the battle or to the 

detailed description of its horror. 

The writing of "A Word of Explanation" and the first 

three chapters between December 1885 and February 1886 makes 

up the third stage of composition. In a letter from this 

period, Twain claimed that he was writing his new novel as a 

mere plaything, a self-indulgent piece of escapism. He also 

insisted that he had no intention of publishing it (Mark 

Twain to Mrs. Fairbanks 258). The tone of this letter is 

playful and good-natured, reflecting the state of a content-

ed if not altogether happy man, his cheerful home life, his 

financial and critical successes, and a belief that the mag-

nificent Paige typesetter would soon secure his fortune. 

The composition of chapters four through nine and elev-

en through twenty, stage four, took place during the summer 

of 1887, and followed a year of great emotional turmoil and 

intellectual growth, both of which affected the tone and 

content of the novel. During this time, he began doubting 
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the competence of his publisher (and nephew) Charles L. 

Webster, and when a bookkeeper was caught embezzling, Twain 

was furious. His letters of this period reveal a barely 

discernible but growing mistrust in the Paige typesetter. 

Furthermore, his readings of Hippolyte Taine and William 

Lecky, in addition to a long-standing admiration of Thomas 

Carlyle, greatly influenced his views on history and poli

tics. 

As the 1880's drew to a close, the Webster Publishing 

Company, in which Twain was senior partner and chief in

vestor, began experiencing financial troubles, and the need 

for massive and quick sales spurred Twain to complete the 

remainder of the novel as soon as possible. Stage five, 

then, consists of chapters ten and twenty-one through forty

four, written between July 1888 and April 1889. In order to 

make the work available before Christmas, Twain initiated an 

accelerated production schedule, and soon after excerpts ap

peared in the November issue of the Century magazine, A 

Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court was published in 

America on December 10. 

Consequently, there was little time for revision, and 

almost all of the changes in the text were made on type

scripts prepared by Webster's from the 934-page manuscript. 

Twain made these additions, deletions, and revisions on 

three separate occasions--late May to early June, mid-July, 

and late July; and while ~he vast majority of these changes 
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involve, not surprisingly, alterations in punctuation and 

diction, a significant number of others advances my conten

tion that A Conneticut Yankee was written to be a 

groundbreaking study in the art and philosophy of fiction. 

Even so, if A Connecticut Yankee succeeds as a study, 

it fails as a novel, though the failure is a spectacular 

one. Twain's abrupt transformations in thought and emotion 

undermine the novel's lighthearted beginning, and as the 

chapters pass, the author makes less and less effort to 

conceal his growing pessimism and misanthropy. The voices 

of the humorist, social critic, and literary artist, so 

masterfully orchestrated in Huckleberry Finn, grow compet

itive and discordant; the humor becomes grim, the social 

criticism strident, and the artistry unfocussed. 

The novel fails because any critical evaluation hinges 

on genre classification, and since A Connecticut Yankee has 

been read as a work of realism, fantasy, romance, humor, 

science fiction, and children's literature (Klass 17), its 

merit has been widely disputed. William Dean Howells 

thought it was Twain's highest achievement (151 ), but later 

critics have not been so kind. James A. Cox, Louis Budd, 

and Bernard De Voto have expressed admiration for its the

matic goals, but in the end, they judge the work a failure 

in its structural weaknesses (Fate of Humor 198; 144; 272-

79). Likewise, Henry.Nash Smith sees it as a.failure in 

narrative sustainment, noting that Twain "always had trouble 
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ending his books because the reach and power of his 

imagination tended to outstrip his technical control and 

even his intellectual grasp of his materials," and "A Con

necticut Yankee brought into play basic contradictions in 

Mark Twain's attitudes" (Fable of Progress 60-61 ). Finally, 

A Connecticut Yankee, with its unmitigated Anglophobia, 

elicited a response from England so negative that Twain's 

reputation there has never fully recovered. 

From the beginning, the novel has been seen as a vi

cious satire with two targets: the seamy underbelly of 

American capitalism and English (and probably Southern) 

aristocracy. To a large extent, this is true; but even 

though the poisoning effects of a preoccupation with the 

historical moment did eventually creep into the composition 

of A Connecticut Yankee, Twain never abandoned the meta

fictional practices with which he conceived and began the 

novel. The nature of the revisions he made while working 

with the typescript attest to this. Still, Twain's social 

criticism has determined virtually every reading of the 

novel since its publication, and Hank Morgan's existence as 

an author within the text has attracted only scant atten-

tion. In The Dream of Riches and the Dream of Art, Janet 

Rich sees Hank's authorial role merely as one more example 

of his love of profit and self-aggrandizement (245-47). 

Such is the nature of Yankee criticism. 
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A Connecticut Yankee offered Twain distance in time and 

space to treat in isolation the fiction-making process, a 

backdrop against which the reader could observe with the 

clearest possible perspective the construction and reception 

of a narrative. Through Hank Morgan and Merlin, he could 

propose a dialectic between realism and romanticism and 

express a lack of faith in both. And finally, A Connecticut 

Yankee served Twain as a vehicle for measuring the power of 

the creative imagination, delineating the boundaries of fan

tasy, and gauging the realness of reality; it was one 

author's attempt to survey and map the world of fiction. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CHICANERY 

Mark Twain had an extraordinary talent for the 

creation of character, but for the identity of Hank Morgan, 

he relied on a character type whose origin can be traced as 

far back as Benjamin Franklin, the archetypical Yanke~. A 

product of post-Revolutionary War America, the Yankee was a 

self-made and passionately self-reliant man, versatile and 

infinitely optimistic (Hoffman, D. 46). As the frontier 

expanded, however, the Yankee was seen less as an American 

Everyman and more as an opportunistic New Englander, and the 

term evolved to become synonymous with "trickster." As the 

nation's literary identity began to develop, writers, Wash

ington Irving in particular, defined the Yankee character 

type as "a philistine, reflecting the deprecation of every

thing sophisticated and the exaltation of a shrewd peasant 

common sense that was thought to be a native gift" (Wadling

ton 10); and tales of the Yankee's exploits offered a 

medium through which authors could comment on "how the ethi

cally isolated act of cheating can enliven social 

conventions, and inevitably our awareness of reality as op-

posed to what is counterfeit ." (Wadlington x). The 

primary manifestation of the antebellum Yankee was the Ped

ler, who, depending on his wares and message, played either 

a messianic or demonic role in the visited community. 
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Hank Morgan springs from the synthesis of Twain's 

affection for confidence men and the metafictionist's equa-

tion of the confidence man with the author; and of all 

Twain's characters, he is the greatest liar and charlatan 

by far. Twain apparently .discovered that in allowing a 

character type known to be a trickster to tell a story, he 

could comment on the nature of fiction from an ideal per-

spective. Hank Morgan is, after all, "a Yankee of Yankees--

and practical; yes, and nearly barren of sentiment, I sup-

pose--or poetry . ." (Works 9: 50). A peddler of 

nineteenth-century democracy and capitalism, he plays a 

role both messianic and demonic, like the Mysterious Stran-

ger of The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg, but whereas the 

latter corrupts to save, Hank promises salvation and deliv-

ers damnation, both through modern technology. 

Like any shrewd Yankee, Hank understands the principle 

of supply and demand, and upon discovering that "there 

never was such a country for wandering liars" as sixth-

century England, he is not slow to capitalize and become a 

fiction-maker himself (Works 9: 134). With the knights' 

exaggerated tales of conquest, King Arthur's Court, itself 

a metaphor for Hank's fictional world, is an arena for lying 

and a fiction-maker's ideal audience: 

They were a childlike and innocent lot; telling 
lies of the stateliest pattern with a most gentle 
and winning naivety, and ready and willing to 
listen to anybody else's lie, and believe it too. 
(Works 9: 66) 
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Though a peddler of fabrications himself, Hank, like Huck, 

self-righteously _condemns lying, but when it serves as a 

means of increasing profit and fame, he exploits it to the 

fullest extent (Kordecki 340). 

Hank tells Clarence that Merlin, "the mighty liar and 

magician" (Works 9: 71 ), has, like Samuel Clemens, prac-

ticed under a variety of pseudonyms, and the rivalry that 

develops between Hank and Merlin reflects Twain's relation-

ship with competing authors. Throughout the novel, Hank 

and Merlin vie for the title of England's greatest magician 

(i.e., fiction-maker), and the "miracles" that Hank per-

forms correspond to Twain's own literary efforts. The 

miracle of the eclipse marks a promising debut, but instant 

fame proves to be as annoying as gratifying: 

I had to go out a dozen times a day and show 
myself to these reverent and awe-stricken multi
tudes. It came to be a great burden, as to time 
and trouble, but of course it was at the same 
time compensatingly agreeable to be so celebrated 
and such a centre of homage. It turned Brer Mer
lin green with envy and spite, which was a great 
satisfaction to me. (Works 9: 101) 

Furthermore, an enthused public is seldom content with a 

single work, and to stay popular, Hank must respond to his 

audience and critics: 

Those multitudes presently began to agitate for 
another miracle. That was natural. . . The 
pressure got to be pretty strong. There was go
ing to be an eclipse of the moon, and I knew the 
date and hour, but it was too far away. Two 
years. I would have given a good deal for li
cense to hurry it up and use it now when there 
was a market for it. Next, Clarence found 



64 

out that old Merlin was making himself busy on the 
sly among those people. He was spreading a report 
that I was a humbug, and that the reason I didn't 
accomodate the people with a miracle was because I 
couldn't. I saw that I must do something. I pre
sently thought out a plan. (Works 9: 101-02) 

The "plan" turns out to be Hank's sequel, another "effective 

miracle"--the destruction of Merlin's tower (Works 9: 105). 

Even after the miracle of the fountain, Hank's audience is 

still surprisingly fickle, ready to follow another rival 

magician: 

Observe how much a reputation was worth in such a 
country. These people had seen me do the very 
showiest bit of magic in history, and the only 
one within their memory that had a positive val
ue, and yet here they were, ready to take up 
with an adventurer who could offer no evidence of 
his powers but his mere unproven word. (Works 9: 
282) 

After exposing this rival, Hank echoes a sentiment common to 

Twain, who had seriously considered ending his literary ca-

reer after A Connecticut Yankee: 

.•. his reputation was in the mud, and mine was 
in the sky again. Yes, a man can keep his trade
mark in such a country, but he can't sit around 
and do it; he has got to be on deck and attending 
to business, right along. (Works 9: 282) 

These miracles also attest to Hank's love of the hoax. 

From the beginning, he realizes that, gifted as he may be, 

self-advancement through deception necessitates recruiting 

an accomplice: 

I made up my mind to two things; if it was still 
the nineteenth century and I was among lunatics 
and couldn't get away, I would presently boss that 
asylum or know the reason why; and if on the other 
hand it really was the sixth century, all right, I 
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didn't want any softer thing: I would boss the 
whole country inside of three months; for I judged 
I would have the start of the best-educated man in 
the kingdom by a matter of thirteen hundred years 
and upwards. I'm not a man to waste time after my 
mind's made up and there's work on hand; so I said 
to the page--

"Now, Clarence, my boy. . • . " (Works 9: 6 3) 

For the rest of the novel, Hank and Clarence profit from 

their traveling medicine show, playing roles similar to the 

king and the duke's, Jim Smiley and Andrew Jackson's. 

Hank's greatest hoax, however, is directed at a famil-

iar target in Twain's works--"Mark Twain." In "Jumping 

Frog," "Twain" was tricked into hearing Simon Wheeler's in-

terminable narrative, and in A Connecticut Yankee, he falls 

victim to a Hartford factory superintendent--with literary 

ambitions. Hank's The Tale of a Lost Land seems to be a 

genuine historical document, written on "parchment, and yel-

low with age," and when "Twain" examines it closely, he sees 

that it is a "palimpsest. Under the old dim writing of the 

Yankee historian appeared traces of a penmanship which was 

older and dimmer still--Latin words and sentences: fragments 

from old monkish legends, evidently" (Works 9: 53). Twain 

was often approached by would-be authors soliciting his ad-

vice and influence for their literary efforts, and here it 

seems that Hank Morgan (or whatever his name might be) has 

recognized the author of The Innocents Abroad and Tom Saw-

yer and tricked him into reading his manuscript. "Twain" 

never suspects that the "Yankee historian" (i.e., a 
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fiction-maker) has merely written a novel on old paper, a 

novel replete with anachronisms that Twain would never have 

made; and for the rest of the evening, "Twain," as in "Jump

ing Frog," is again subjected to the tale of a professional 

liar. 

A Connecticut Yankee also holds the dubious honor of 

containing Twain's nastiest hoax on the reader. A similar 

hoax appeared in Huckleberry Finn,-~ane in which the reader's 

trust in Huck and Twain is violated, but in A Connecticut 

Yankee, the hoax is longer, more subtle in development, and 

far more malicious. Constructed like a joke, it has three 

preparatory stages followed by an unsettlingly grim punch 

line--the Battle of the Sand-Belt. 

The first stage involves Hank's visit to Morgan le 

Fay's castle where he allows a band to be hanged for poor 

musicmanship (Works 9: 198). The humor of this incident de

rives from Hank's matter-of-fact style of narration, and the 

reader is hardly affected by his sugar-coating of the hor

ror. This stage prefigures the next two stages in which 

similar acts of senseless murder and capricious cruelty are 

alleviated by extenuating circumstances. 

In the second stage, Hank kills a pair of attacking 

knights with a dynamite bomb. Again, the reader balks at 

condemning him, however, for here Hank is acting in self

defense; and his black description of the explosion's 

aftermath succeeds as true, though grim, humor: 
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Yes, it was a neat thing, very neat and pretty to 
see. It resembled a steamboat explosion on the 
Mississippi; and during the next fifteen minutes 
we stood under a steady drizzle of microscopic 
fragments of knights and hardware and horse
flesh. (Works 9: 318) 

What ought to have been a point of departure in the read-

er's sympathies becomes an opportunity for Twain to 

reinforce a pattern of gruesome death being diluted by 

humor. Furthermore, since Hank is the sole mediator of 

the action of the novel, the reader is not eager to condemn 

him. He thinks the destruction of the knights is funny be-

cause Hank says so. If nothing else, Twain understood the 

psychology of the reader, exploiting his trust in the nar-

rator for all it was worth. 

As a prelude to the Battle of the Sand-Belt, Hank's 

performance at the tournament, the third stage, begins in-

nocently enough. Like a clown, he emerges from his tent 

dressed "in the simplest and comfortablest of gymnast cos-

tumes--flesh-colored tights from neck to heel, with blue 

silk puffings about my loins, and bare-headed" (Works 9: 

431). Instead of jousting, Hank lassos his opponents, to 

the delight of the crowd and reader, but afterwards, both 

are shocked by Hank's sudden barbarity: 

I never budged so much as an inch, till that 
thundering apparition had got within fifteen 
paces of me; then I snatched a dragoon revolver 
out of my holster, there was a flash and a roar, 
and the revolver was back in the holster before 
anybody could tell what had happened. (Works 9: 
437) 
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He goes on to kill several more knights, but still the 

reader refuses to abandon him, pointing out that Hank has 

been unfairly disarmed and challenged by a knight who would 

kill an unarmed man. 

At the Battle of the Sand-Belt, Twain abruptly alters 

the pattern. By all means, the reader should be able to 

foresee the outcome, especially after the Chekhov's-pistol 

descriptions of electric fences, torpedoes, and Gatling 

guns, but these excessive defensive preparations are ini

tially understood to be humorous examples of hyperbolic 

paranoia; and since the most improbable of events has re

cently taken place--Sir Launcelot's rescue on bicycle of 

the king and Hank--the reader has no real expectation that 

the arms will be used, preferring to believe that Hank will 

triumph with a gigantic magnet or secretly trained cavalry. 

When the fighting actually breaks out and the knights start 

dying on the electric fences, the reader naturally assumes 

that a humorous response of equal intensity will follow. 

But he only gets more slaughter, as the fences continue 

to crackle and the Gatling guns begin to "vomit death" 

(Works 9: 486), and for the first time the reader explicitly 

sees Hank as the power-mad and heartless butcher he has been 

all along. The climax of the battle, as one early reviewer 

put it, "freeze[s] the laughter on our lips" (qtd. in An

derson, F. 158), and the anger aimed at Hank gets 



redirected to his creator, who only shrugs and scornfully 

remarks, "That's what you get for trusting a charlatan." 

69 



CHAPTER IX 

PLAY 

In Huckleberry Finn, Twain uses disguise and 

role-playing to underscore the futility of ever arriving at 

a distinction between truth and superficial appearance, re

ality and fiction, and his decision to preface A Connecticut 

Yankee with a passage from Morte d'Arthur that is replete 

with these qualities suggests a continuing fascination with 

their role in self-conscious fiction. Furthermore, in A 

Connecticut Yankee, Twain emphasizes the play aspect of 

metafiction through the use of various game models, a strat

egy rarely seen in previous works. 

Role-playing in A Connecticut Yankee takes two forms, 

those which necessitate the use of some type of disguise and 

those which do not. In "How Sir Launcelot Slew Two Giants 

and Made a Castle Free," the title character dons Sir Kay's 

armor and assumes his identity in King Arthur's Court (Works 

9: 48-50; 69-70), and the novel ends with a similar in

stance of disguise, Merlin as an old peasant woman (Works 9: 

489). Hank and Arthur disguise themselves as commoners to 

travel incognito (Works 9: 310), and as a runaway slave, 

Hank tries to elude his captors by dressing as a seaman, a 

disguise within a disguise (Works 9: 414-15). By this 

time, he has become so distanced from his real identity that 

it can only be regained through a series of disguise rever

sals: 
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I must get into sumptious raiment, and it wouldn't 
do to run and jump into it. No, I must work up to 
it by degrees, buying suit after suit of clothes, 
in shops wide apart, and getting a little finer 
article with each change, until I should finally 
reach silk and velvet. (Works 9: 417) 

In his last disguise, he dons a servant's outfit to evade 

the Interdict. 

Hank's role as England's foremost magician needs no 

disguise, nor does his self-imposed role as technological 

savior. Throughout the novel, "Mark Twain" plays the role 

of manuscript reader, a role that Twain frequently offered 

to his friend and confidant William Dean Howells; and by 

reading the manuscript simultaneously with "Twain," the 

reader tends to react to the story according to his belief 

of how "Twain" would, thus assuming the "Twain" role. 

As the novel progresses, the performance aspect of 

role-playing, especially in regard to audience manipulation, 

grows more evident, with Hank admitting, "I never care to do 

a thing in a quiet way; it's got to be theatrical or I don't 

take any interest in it" (Works 9: 355). He comes to value 

fame and exposure as much as profit, converting the quaint 

Arthurian world into his own private theatre in which he is 

free to assign and assume roles as he pleases (Dinan 73). 

His last performance, the overplayed deathbed scene, illus-

trates the lengths to which he will go to manipulate an 

audience, and if "Twain" sees through the act, he never 

makes it known. 
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Hank eventually comes to see himself as a tragic hero, 

and his downfall at the Battle of the Sand-Belt owes to the 

hackneyed tragic flaw of hubris. By now, Clarence has rec-

ognized the need to use the idiom of drama in communicating 

with Hank: 

" . Oh, yes, we'll rise up and strike; 
that's our game." 

"A hundred to one, you are right. When does 
the performance begin?" (Works 9: 469) 

The Tragedy of Hank Morgan has all the qualities of nine-

teenth-century melodrama, not the least of which is Hank's 

affected speech (vaguely derivative of Marc Antony's in 

Julius Caesar) delivered to his army in loose iambic pen-

tameter: 

Soldiers, Champions of Human Liberty and Equal
ity: Your General congratulates you! In the 
pride of his strength and the vanity of his re
nown, an arrogant enemy came against you. You 
were ready. The conflict was brief; on your side, 
glorious. This mighty victory having been 
achieved utterly without loss, stands without ex
ample in history. So long as the planets shall 
continue to move in their orbits, the Battle of 
the Sand-Belt will not perish out of the memor
ies of men. (Works 9: 478) 

This speech elicits "loud and long continuous applause" 

which Hank finds "very gratifying" (Works 9: 478-79). When 

battle is rejoined, he again slips into the dramatic idiom: 

I believed the time was come, now, for my climax; 
I believed that the whole army was in our trap. 
Anyway, it was high time to find out. So I 
touched a button and set fifty electric suns 
aflame on the top of our precipice. (Works 9: 
485) 
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And once the Gatling guns are unleashed, "the last act of 

the tragedy" begins (Works 9: 486). 

Hank's performances advance the notion of fiction as 

play to a degree, but not as much as the novel's game meta-

phors. Metafictionists frequently use game models to 

emphasize that "every symbolic product, literary works in-

eluded, presupposes a situation of exchange: there is no 

significance, no communication, without the minimal engage-

ment of a sender and receiver" (Bruss 153). An early game 

model that Twain suggests exists in King Arthur's Court. 

Its floor, being made of "big stone flags laid in black and 

white squares," resembles a chess board, and the implica-

tion is that Twain and the reader are the movers of the 

pieces (Works 9: 65). The tournaments also function as a 

game metaphor, but this type of contest does not accurately 

reflect the give-and-take relationship between the author 

and reader as much as the game of baseball. 

Hank's first use of the idiom of baseball takes place 

when he challenges Merlin, "If you think you can break my 

enchantments and ward off the fires, step to the bat, it's 

your innings" (Works 9: 103-04). He often employs baseball 

terminology to comment on failures in communication, espe-

cially with Sandy: 

I presently saw the knights riding away, and 
Sandy coming back. That was a relief. I judged 
she had somehow failed to get the first innings-
I mean in the conversation; otherwise, the inter
view wouldn't have been so short. (Works 9: 169) 



74 

A few pages later, he admonishes her for poor storytelling, 

again in the baseball idiom: 

"You were going to tell me about [the knights]. A 
while back, you remember. Figuratively speaking, 
game's been called." 

"Game--" 
"Yes, yes, yes! Go to the bat. I mean, get to 

work on your statistics, and don't burn so much 
kindling getting your fire started. (Works 9: 
1 7 3) 

Twain seems much more interested, however, in the way 

cardplaying functions as a game metaphor, not just in the 

manner in which the dealer/player relationship mirrors the 

author/reader relationship but also in how the assignment of 

values to individual cards relates to the nature of repre-

sentation. In addition, the card/deck relationship reflects 

the relationship of novel to canon, character to cast--hence 

the name Alisande la Carteloise. 

Hank makes his first use of the cardplaying idiom 

early in the novel, declaring, "One thing at a time, is my 

motto--and just play that thing for all it is worth, even 

if it's only two pair and a jack" (Works 9: 63); later, he 

recalls how "Columbus, or Cortez, or one of those people, 

played an eclipse as a saving trump once, on some savages 

" (Works 9: 86). In the last third of the novel, he 

begins associating shrewd cardplaying with audience manip-

ulation: 

As the dame turned away, Marco couldn't help 
slapping on the climax while the thing was hot; 
so he said with what was meant for a languid 
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composure but was a poor imitation of it: 
"These suffice; leave the rest." 
So there were more yet! It was a fine effect. 

I couldn't have played the hand better myself. 
(Works 9: 362) 

A spate of cardplaying allusions accompanies his perform-

ance at the tournament. After defeating a series of 

formidable knights, he boasts, "There was simply nothing 

to be done, now, but play their right bower--bring out the 

superbest of the superb, the mightiest of the mighty, the 

great Sir Launcelot himself" (Works 9: 435), and after is-

suing his challenge, he confesses, 

It was a "bluff" you know. At such a time it is 
sound judgment to put on a bold face and play 
your hand for a hundred times what it is worth; 
forty-nine times out of fifty nobody dares 
"call," and you rake in the chips. (Works 9: 
438) 

With his back against the wall in Merlin's Cave, Hank sees 

the Battle of the Sand-Belt as something like a frontier 

showdown in which he and the other great hustler play one 

last game. "The defensive isn't in my line," he tells 

Clarence, "and the offensive is. That is, when I hold a 

fair hand--two-thirds as good as the enemy. Oh, yes, we'll 

rise up and strike; that's our game" (Works 9: 468-69). 

However, Hank has an important advantage over Merlin: his 

own deck. 

Hank's intriguing army of fifty-two teen-age boys has 

never been adequately accounted for, and most critical 

treatments avoid the subject altogether. Richard 
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Bridgman's article on Dan Beard's illustrations of the boys 

reflects the critical bewilderment that has surrounded this 

subject: 

Neither their function nor their number is ever 
explained. They are simply there. The number 
seems to verge for a moment on some allegorical 
meaning--at least, the fifty-two boys are sur
rounded by twelve concentric circles of wire. 
But nothing further is made of this, and the 
boys' only observable function is to stand guard 
and to keep Hank and Clarence company. (222-24) 

To explain their presence, the reader might turn to an 

obscure 1884 sketch Twain wrote called "The Carson Fossil-

Footprints." In this, "Mark Twain" poses as a learned 

archeologist only to be exposed as a fraud after repeatedly 

expressing himself in the poker idiom. Similarly, in A 

Connecticut Yankee, Twain expects the reader to note the 

great frequency with which Hank employs the poker idiom in 

the latter third of the novel, for Hank, a struggling, se-

cond-rate novelist, has subconsciously constructed his army 

out of a deck of cards. Twain might have been influenced 

in this by Lewis Carroll's court of animated cards in Alice 

in Wonderland; the Alice books were popular in the Twain 

household, and Twain himself admired Carroll, calling him 

a "true and subtle humorist" (qtd. in Baetzhold, Mark Twain 

and John Bull 36). At any rate, Twain uses Hank's failure 

to create new and individual characters at the end of his 

story to illustrate the two types of artistic lapse that he 

recognized and feared the most in his own work: failure in 
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narrative sustainment and the desperation of completing a 

work long after the creative well had run dry. It should 

come as no surprise, then, that in Twain's study in the art 

of writing, the concept of the artistic lapse is not left 

untreated. 



CHAPTER X 

INTERTEXTUALITY 

Every writing and reading experience is affected by 

the author and reader's previous reading experiences, and 

any given text will therefore mark the intersection of 

countless intertextual relationships which increase with 

the passage of time and literary history (Alter, "Self

Conscious Moment" 218). The intertextually conscious author 

views his work as an accumulation of incidents and ideas 

from previous works, and a large part of his art consists 

of reordering and embellishing these fragments, constructing 

new texts out of the old, in a process which inevitably af

fects the meanings of these previous texts. A 

characteristic of all types of writing, intertextuality 

becomes a central component in metafictional studies when 

there is evidence that an author has excessively emphasized 

its existence, as he or she might do with any convention of 

fiction. In addition, this concept of intertextuality pro

vides the basis for parody in that parody cannot be effected 

without the author and reader's awareness that the style or 

tradition being parodied exists in some other text or 

texts. Textual coexistence, then, draws attention to a 

fictional text's relationship to other fictional texts, and 

for this reason, intertextuality is a major component of 

metafiction. 
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Of course, Mark Twain never heard or used the term 

"intertextuality," but apparently, he understood the con-

cept, as evidenced in this 1888 letter: 

There is no merit in 99 stories out of a hundred 
except the merit put into them by the teller's 
art; as a rule, nothing about a story is "origi
nal," and entitled to be regarded as private 
property and valuable, except the art which the 
teller puts into the telling of it. . . • (qtd. 
in Emerson 202) 

The intertextual content of any Twain work will be high, 

for he read widely and enjoyed lacing his works with a va-
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riety of literary allusions. A Connecticut Yankee, however, 

differs from his earlier works because he seems to have made 

a conscious and exhaustive attempt to construct the novel 

entirely out of textual fragments, making it the focal 

point of his reading experiences. The major incidents of 

the novel are either "borrowed" (as Pap Finn would put it) 

from other texts or created to be a vehicle through which 

some extratextual idea could be expressed; and were A 

Connecticut Yankee emptied of its literary thefts, the 

result would be less of a novel and more of a pamphlet. 

Fictional and nonfictional texts enter A Connecticut 

Yankee directly and indirectly, and the first half of this 

chapter will consist of an incident-by-incident, idea-by-

idea dissection with source attribution. A simple tracing 

of these sources, of course, would hardly be original or 

particularly relevant to this study, but by reducing the 
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novel to its skeletal essence, the truly metafictional side 

of the work's intertextuality will be revealed. 

Twain allows for direct fictional intrusion by expli

citly pointing out the existence of other fictional works, 

their authors, characters, or incidents. The first extra

textual text mentioned is, appropriately, Malory's Morte 

d'Arthur and is followed by the first of six extended 

passages quoted almost verbatim (Works 9: 48). Twain took 

a number of incidents directly from this work, and from 

Edward Strachey's index he took many of his characters, 

excluding Hank, Sandy, and Clarence (Wilson, R., 193). 

Other works, authors, characters, and incidents which in

trude directly include Tom Jones and Roderick Random (Works 

9: 78), Walter Scott, Ivanhoe, Rebecca, and Rowena (Works 

9: 79-80), Benvenuto Cellini (Works 9: 194), and Chaucer 

(Works 9: 241). Furthermore, Twain made notes in chapters 

nine and fifteen of the manuscript to include Hank's reci

tation of Tennyson, but this plan was either dropped or 

forgotten (Works 9: 636). Supposedly, Hank has read these 

materials, but if this is true, his proud declaration of 

philistinism is hardly credible. 

A final note on this sort of intrusion concerns a pas

sage in which Hank regales some monks with a story, a story 

that Twain later altered while reviewing a typescript. The 

bracketed portion of the following passage indicates a de-

let ion: "At last I ventured a story myself; [one I had 



read somewhere, about the Celebrated Jumping Frog of 

Calaveras County--] and vast was the success of it" (Works 

9: 671). As in Huckleberry Finn, Twain apparently prefers 

to avoid such blatant authorial intrusion, and while he 

does want to make his presence known in A Connecticut Yan

kee, he opts for a less direct, more peripheral means of 

entry. This deletion, therefore, clarifies rather than 

muddies his philosophy of self-conscious fiction in that 
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it suggests he wrote the novel along clearly delineated on

tological boundaries. 

Though infrequently, Twain does indirectly inject A 

Connecticut Yankee with his own fictional works. James M. 

Cox, for example, sees a similarity in tone and language 

between Twain's early travel books and "A Word of Explana

tion" ("Machinery" 93). And the fight between Tom Sawyer 

and Jeff Thatcher in Tom Sawyer works its way into Hank's 

observation of the childlike behavior of the Arthurians: 

"Many a time I had seen a couple of boys, strangers, meet 

by chance and say simultaneously, 'I can lick you,' and go 

at it on the spot .•. " (Works 9: 68). 

Nevertheless, most indirect fictional intrusions enter 

from non-Twain sources. Chaucer's Canterbury Tales in

trudes when Hank mentions the Tabard inn (Works 9: 412), 

and his miracle of the eclipse owes to Washington Irving's 

The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus. The charac

ter of Hank Morgan is itself a magnet for intertextuality, 
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having been seen as a derivative of Milton's Satan (Wilson, 

J., 20), Swift's Lemuel Gulliver (Goldman 14), and even 

Prometheus (Smith, Development 161 ). "Twain"'s meeting 

with Hank Morgan in "A Word of Explanation" resembles the 

beginning of Coleridge's The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 

(Berkove 9), and John DeWitt McKee sees similarities be

tween the arming scene of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 

and Hank's arming scene (18). Hank and Sandy's (Sancho?) 

quest for the hog princesses almost certainly owes to an 

inversion of Don Quixote in which Hank is sane and Sandy 

the deceived. The works of Lewis Carroll are almost cer

tainly present, and the name "Alisande" may derive from 

"Alice." Hank's approach and entry into Morgan le Fay's 

castle points to Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher" 

(note the similarity in the names "Hank Morgan" and "Mor

gan le Fay"; Twain's obsession with doppelgangers is rather 

Poesque), and his descent into her dungeons where he frees 

forty-seven prisoners recalls the hero's descent into the 

underworld, seen in The Odyssey and The Aeneid, as well as 

Christ's harrowing of hell (Works 9: 210-12). Finally, the 

nonchalant tone in the description of the Battle of the 

Sand-Belt echoes The Song of Roland. 

Direct nonfictional intrusion in A Connecticut Yankee 

consists solely of Hank's paraphrasing the last sentence of 

Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, as " •.. that government of 

the people, by the people, for the peopl~, shall not 



perish from the earth" becomes " ... the Battle of the 

Sand-Belt will not perish out of the memories of men" 

(Works 9 : 4 7 8) . 
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Most intrusions occur indirectly, from nonfictional 

works. Among the incidents which Twain gleans from these 

sources are Hank's descriptions of the treatment given to 

the slaves in chapters twenty-four through twenty-six, tak

en from Charles Ball's Slavery in the United States and 

George F. Kennon's Century articles dealing with Russian 

austerities (Baetzhold, "Course and Composition" 207-11 ). 

The activities of the monks in the Valley of Holiness, in

cluding the praying hermit atop the pillar, were inspired 

by William Lecky's History of European Morals (Works 9: 

259-60; Baetzhold, "Course and Composition" 210). From 

Lecky's A History of England in the Eighteenth Century 

comes Hank's descriptions of the treatment given to people 

in the pillory (Works 9: 377-79), the woman burned for sus

picion of witchcraft (Works 9: 399-400), and the young 

mother hanged for stealing a piece of cloth (Works 9: 400-

03). The story of the man racked in Morgan le Fay's 

dungeon for killing a deer can be found in J. Hammond Truro

ball's The True-Blue Laws of Connecticut (Works 9: 199). 

Finally, Thomas Carlyle's The French Revolution provided 

the source for the story of the man whom Hank allows to be 

hanged for walling up a village's only well (Works 9: 212) 



and for several of the instances of repression that Hank 

recounts in chapter thirteen (Williams, "Use of History" 

103-06). 
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Most of the remaining incidents of A Connecticut Yankee 

were written to express ideas that Twain took from non

fictional sources. The king's touching of the scrofulous 

and the death penalty prescribed for rebellious slaves owe 

to Lecky's History of European Morals (Works 9: 299-300; 

414), and from A History of England in the Eighteenth Cen

tury, Twain borrowed the building of the Mansion House 

Works 9: 286) and the argument that no real lady or gentle

man lived before the nineteenth century (Works 9: 78). His 

scorn for monarchies and their being founded and perpetu

ated by prostitutes and bastards, seen in his preface, was 

influenced by Henri Forneron's The Court of Charles II, 

1639-1734, and his attacks on monarcy in general owe prin

cipally to Hippolyte Taine's Notes on England, Andrew 

Carnegie's Triumphant Democracy, and George Standring's 

The People's History of the English Arisocracy. Finally, 

the influence of Taine's The Ancient Regime can be seen in 

Hank's commentaries on the loss of peasants' crops resulting 

from the sports of the nobility (Works 9: 156); and ·Hank's 

philosophy of using technological advances as a measure

ment of civilization, seen in his argument with Dawley over 

working conditions, derives from Edward Jarvis' "The 
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Increase of Human Life" (Works 9: 368-77; Williams, "Use of 

History" 103-08). 

Paratextuality 

Once again, there exists between any two texts an in

tertextual relationship, be they Vanity Fair and "Civil 

Disobedience" or Volpone and "The Minister's Black Veil." 

John Steinbeck's reading of Tom Jones affected to some ex

tent the writing of The Grapes of Wrath, just as the 

reader's experience with Tom Jones affects his or her 

reading of The Grapes of Wrath. Still, while Tom Jones 

and The Grapes of Wrath may coexist beneath an umbrella of 

intertextuality, the contents of each novel reside in 

worlds separate from each other. 

Paratextuality occurs when the contents of one text 

overlap and fuse with the contents of an earlier work, al

lowing characters and incidents to flow freely between 

them. Textual fusion usually takes place within the works 

of a single author and takes the form of the the sequel. 

Huckleberry Finn, for example, is paratextual with Tom Saw

yer, but neither of these fuses with, say, The Prince and 

the Pauper. Carroll's Alice novels are paratextual, as are 

Conrad's novels which employ Marlowe as the narrator, Poe's 

tales of ratiocination, and Wordsworth's "Lucy" poems. 

Certainly, one of the best known instances of paratextuality 

is Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha saga. 
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The paratextual relationship between A Connecticut 

Yankee and Morte d'Arthur is of the rarest type, since both 

texts fuse but are the works of disparate authors. Twain's 

insertion of Malory's "How Sir Launcelot Slew Two Giants 

and Made a Castle Free" into "A Word of Explanation" in it

self fuses the texts; and his subsequent handling of the 

novel indicates that he consciously and exhaustively sought 

to integrate the texts as completely as possible. When he 

resumes "Sir Launcelot" within still another text, Hank's 

The Tale of the Lost Land, Morte d'Arthur and A Connecticut 

Yankee, and all their component parts (i.e., "Sir Launce

lot," "Word," and Tale), intertwine into a single text. 

Interestingly, at the completion of the novel in 1889, after 

having plundered incidents, impressed characters, and quoted 

long passages almost verbatim, Twain most likely felt there 

was no need to follow through with an earlier plan--to pub

lish A Connecticut Yankee with a free copy of Morte 

d'Arthur (Williams, "Revision" 289). 

Parody 

Parody is the deviation from a particular literary 

style or tradition that includes within itself that style 

or tradition as background material, and the recognition 

that these background materials exist entails the recog

nition of an intertextual community. A powerful means of 

fictional analysis, parody defamiliarizes literary norms 
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that have become overly conventionalized (Waugh 65); and for 

this reason, there is a mutually beneficial relationship be-

tween parody and self-conscious fiction: 

A particular parody imitates a particular work and 
thus reveals something about that work; in a more 
generalized context, parody imitates art and re
veals something about its basic character. Parody 
represents art in that particular state when art 
is turned in upon itself, when it is introverted 
and introspective, curious about its own being, 
exploiting its form for puropses of self
knowledge, concerned less with reflecting 
metaphysical realities than with articulating 
epistemological processes. It represents liter
ature when it is most literary, art at its most 
artistic. (Kiremidjian 233). 

Historically, parody has surfaced most often in times of 

crisis in the development of the novel (Waugh 71 ), and 

Twain's composition of A Connecticut Yankee coincided with 

American fiction's entry into the age of realism and with 

his own midcareer period of artistic uncertainty. 

A Connecticut Yankee is a study, a treatise which 

presents a dialectic between the realistic and romantic 

impulses in fiction through parodies of both. Twain ex-

presses this dialectic most clearly in the rivalry that 

develops between Hank (the arch realist) and Merlin (the 

arch romanticist), and in doing so, he exposes the inherent 

inauthenticity in the former and the barren obsolescence in 

the latter. 

Twain knew well the futility of any attempt to repre-

sent an external reality without the mediation of artifice. 

As he discovered in the composition of "Jumping Frog," any 
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narrative, especially in the written form, must be shaped, 

its events carefully selected and appropriately emphasized, 

and not only would the imperfections of language make a 

perfect representation impossible, the artistic achieve

ment of such a work would be negligible. Further, Twain's 

works suggest that he believed realism diminished the 

range of acceptable subject matter and deemphasized the 

role of the creative imagination in fiction, not allowing 

for those stories and incidents which by their nature did 

not lend themselves well to an unvarnished representation. 

The Battle of the Sand-Belt is one such incident; and if it 

seems awkward or incongruous, perhaps it is because such an 

incident calls for romantic distortion and heroic embel

lishment, not photographic realism. 

Of all the doubles in A Connecticut Yankee, the two 

most important are Hank and Merlin, and if one function of 

the double is to lay bare certain concealed qualities of 

one character by emphasizing them in his double, Hank Mor

gan's reflection in Merlin offers important insight into 

this realist's narrative practices. Hank's miracles, again, 

are analogous to literary efforts, and interestingly, he 

insists on employing the same types of meretricious "ef

fects" seen in Merlin's theatrics to make his miracles 

more ornate. His miracle in the Valley of Holiness could 

have been performed without the fireworks and scary German 

gobbledegook, but by now this self-styled pragmatist and 
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philistine has developed a reliance on gaudy artifice and an 

aversion to the economical and straightforward style nor-

mally associated with a realist. In addition, his 

withholding of information at the beginning of his story 

concerning his whereabouts reveals that he is intentionally 

shaping his story for the sustainment of interest and nar-

rative effect. And his recounting of the Battle of the 

Sand-Belt, obviously the stuff of which climaxes are made, 

is intentionally reserved for the novel's end: 

Yes, in power I was equal to the king. At the 
same time there was another power that was a 
trifle stronger than both of us put together. 
That was the Church. I do not wish to disguise 
the fact. I couldn't if I wanted to. But never 
mind about that, now; it will show up, in its 
proper place, later on. (Works 9: 109) 

Artifice, then, is common, even necessary, in any repre-

sentation, and for Twain, the difference between the 

realist and the romanticist was that the realist simply 

conceals his use of artifice better in order to deny using 

it. 

Merlin, on the other hand, is not a writer like Hank, 

but he does serve as the main symbol of effete romanticism, 

of outworn literary conventions and traditions. Twain's 

use of the hackneyed literary tradition he represents, at 

least as background material, lends credence to the post-

modernist conception of new literary forms evolving out of 

the parody of obsolete conventions (Waugh 69); and just as 

Merlin's presence sheds light on Hank's character, Twain's 
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employment of the romantic mode, along with popular forms 

such as children's literature, fantasy, and science fie-

tion, comments not just on the nature of realism but on the 

nature of fiction as a whole. In a number of ways, ~ 

Connecticut Yankee anticipates postmodernist experimental 

works, not the least of which is an author's understanding 

that 

new fiction usually rejects or ignores the re
cently dominant preoccupations of literature to 
draw selectively upon unmined or unfashionable 
strains of earlier work, recording an esthetic 
indebtedness that may or may not be immediately 
apparent. Therefore, thanks to innovative work, 
certain otherwise forgotten precedents are re
vived in literature's collective memory. 
Furthermore, new work tends to draw upon materials 
and structures previously considered beneath or 
beyond fiction, as well as upon new developments 
in the other arts; and much of it articulates lev
els of consciousness that reflect both fresh 
historical understandings and the influence, say, 
of mind-expanding drugs. (Kostelanetz 86) 

Of course, drugs would not apply to Twain and A Connecticut 

Yankee, but Kostelanetz's point would apply to the halluci-

nation of a dream or, say, to a blow to the head from a 

crowbar. 

Finally, since all of Hank's Arthurians are inveterate 

romanticists, A Connecticut Yankee's parody of their speech 

and narrative practices makes the novel Twain's most elab-

orate and consistent parodic treatment of this narrative 

tradition (Liljegren 49). Hank's favorite exclamation, 

"Great Scott!" jabs a familiar Twain target and often ac-

companies bad storytelling, especially Sandy's: 



II .• Tell me about the knights." 
"I will well, and lightly begin. So they two 

departed and rode into a great forest. And--" 
"Great Scott!" 
You see, I recognized my mistake at once. I 

had set her works ageing; it was my own fault; 
she would be thirty days getting down to those 
facts. And she generally began without a pre
face and finished without a result. (Works 9: 
1 7 3) 
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Apparently, Sandy has violated Twain's first rule of fiction 

as laid down in "Fenimore Cooper's Literary Offenses," that 

"a tale shall accomplish something and arrive somewhere" 

(542). From time to time in the novel, Cooper himself be-

comes the butt of parody, as in the quest for the hog 

princesses when Twain replaces the modest and unaffected 

Natty Bumppo with the boorish and self-important Hank Morgan 

and the sententious Chingachgook with vacuous and voluble 

Sandy. In the end, however, A Connecticut Yankee shows 

Twain to be taking a broader, more inclusive look at the 

theory of parody, with less emphasis on the stylistic pecu-

liarities of individual authors. 



CHAPTER XI 

LANGUAGE 

The practice of using a text as a means of commenting 

upon its own medium of communication goes back at least as 

far as Cervantes' Don Quixote, and since that time, the 

metafictionist's systematic laying bare of the flux inher

ent in all language has engendered a number of works which 

reflect the author's delight or despair in the hopelessly 

volatile and malleable nature of language. The self

conscious fiction writer emphasizes the gap between 

signifier and signified, for one reason, to foreground the 

text's existence as a subject~vely rendered representation 

of an external reality, highlighting the word-by-word, page

by-page transmutation of ethereal experience into the 

concrete form of language. 

Metafictional texts question the traditionally accepted 

(especially in realism) function of language as an essen

tially transparent vehicle, or conduit, through which the 

reader enters an alternative world in fiction; rather, 

metafictional texts argue that language is also the final 

destination in the fictional experience, as the reader 

leaves behind a world composed of air and dirt, wood and 

bricks in which language offers a means of encoding and 

decoding experience in that world, and enters a world in 

which language serves not just as a coding medium but as 

that world's building material as well. This journey raises 
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epistemological and ontological questions in the 

metafictionist's deliberate undermining of the accepted 

equation of history with truth and fiction with untruth. 

Both employ the same medium to represent (or re-present) 

experience, so language by itself can never be used to 

distinguish conclusively between what is or was with what 

might be or might have been. 

For Mark Twain, A Connecticut Yankee is the culmination 

of two decades of linguistic ruminations which began with 

"Jumping Frog." In the matter of wordplay, he operates at 

his frontier humor level of sophistication, as seen in this 

exchange between Hank and Clarence in which the double 

meaning of "report" is central: 

"[A Church cornmittee].came to command us to 
make submission. You see they didn't really come 
to test the torpedoes; that was merely an inci
dent." 

"Did the committee make a report?" 
"Yes, they made one. You could have heard it 

a mile." (Works 9: 468) 

Typographical elements, another staple of Twain's early 

writing, show the author to be exploiting new developments 

in the science of print. (See Figure 1 .) Twain's in-

structions to his publishing company regarding the 

typographical elements reveal that the typographical er-

rors and poor print q~ality were intentional: 

[Put it in old battered type, newspaper width: 
let it be apparently torn out, with other print 
showing on the ragged projection--do this by 
'process.] 'SCATTER IN SOME TYPOGRAPHICAL ERRORS.] 
(Works 9: 655)· 
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Figure 1: Fragment from the Camelot 
Weekly Hosannah and Lite~ 
rary Volcano (Works 9: 429). 

On the other hand, A Connecticut Yankee stands apart 

from Twain's early work in its departure from his earlier 

frustrations· with the limitations of language, seen par-

ticularly in Huckleberry Finn, as he embraces alternative 

means of communication and questions not just the possi-

bility of pure communication but its relevance to the 



fictional process. In approaching this aspect of Twainian 

self-conscious fiction, I will divide this chapter into 
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three sections: 1) Representation (in which Twain delivers 

his most emphatic rejection of realism); 2) (Mis)communi

cation (which, as in Tristram Shandy, functions as a major 

theme); and 3) Epistemology (in which Twain argues that 

language is useless in determining what is and what is not 

real. 

Representation 

When Mark Twain began A Connecticut Yankee, he had 

already made use of a number of pseudonyms for more than 

thirty years, and judging from his letters and speeches, 

he never stated unequivocally whether he preferred to be 

called Mark Twain or Samuel Clemens. If he deliberately 

promoted this ambiguity, he must have been amused when in 

November 1886 the New York Herald, covering his reading of 

a portion of the A Connecticut Yankee manuscript at Gov

ernor's Island, referred to the author as "Mark Twain 

(whose nom de plume is Samuel L. Clemens) ... " (Works 

9: 504). This concept of two or more valid but different 

representations for a single thing to be represented is 

fundamental in A Connecticut Yankee, manifesting itself, 

in one way, in the corepresentations "Hank Morgan" and 

"The Boss." As Twain realized during the composition of 

"Jumping Frog," perfect representation is impossible, and 
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in A Connecticut Yankee, he advances a dialectic form of 

representation in which meaning is borne out of a juxta-

position of thesis and antithesis, of the "genuine article" 

and its "shadow[s]": 

I was no shadow of a king; I was the substance; 
the king himself was the shadow. My power was 
colossal; and it was not a mere name, as such 
things have generally been, it was the genuine 
article. (Works 9: 109) 

That is, there is a multitude of "shadows" (e.g., Mark 

Twain, Samuel Clemens; Hank Morgan, The Boss; Smith, Jones, 

Robinson, Jackson, Peters, Haskins, Merlin) that pertain to 

their "genuine articles" (i.e., the men that these signi-

fiers represent). 

Throughout the novel, Twain exhibits a keen interest 

in the arbitrariness with which signification is assigned 

to signifiers, especially those instances involving great 

differences in meaning being assigned to words and phrases 

similar in form. "The difference between the almost right 

word and the right word is really a large matter," he once 

said, apparently aware of the comic possibilities of inac-

curate word choice. "'Tis the difference between the 

lightning-bug and the lightning" (qtd. in Lederer). It is 

also the difference between the "king's son of Ireland" and 

the "son of the king of Ireland" (Works 9: 175), the "Valley 

of Holiness" and the "Valley of Hellishness" (Works 9: 276). 

The sliding scale of representation, on the other hand, has 

consequences not always humorous. Time, for example, 
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allows for a schism to develop between certain genuine 

articles and shadows, as when a character tries to reconcile 

the two upon seeing her father for the first time in dec-

ades: 

[She] stood there among her married sons and 
daughters trying to realize a father who had 
been to her a name, a thought, a formless image, 
a tradition, all her life, and now was suddenly 
concreted into actual flesh and blood and set 
before her face. (Works 9: 228) 

Furthermore, this sliding scale of (mis)representation fa-

cilitates spurious news coverage, as evidenced by Hank's 

"barrel-of-soup-made-out-of-a-single-pea" philosophy of 

journalism: 

The best way to manage--in fact, the only sensi
ble way--is to disguise repetitiousness of fact 
under variety of form: skin your fact each time 
and lay on a new cuticle of words. It deceives 
the eye; you think it is a new fact .. 
(Works 9: 305-06) 

Twain seems familiar with Walter Shandy's philosophy 

of the relationship between word and meaning, though he 

disagrees with it. According to the elder Shandy, an im-

mutable relationship exists between word and meaning, and 

words possess an inherent meaning that preexists their en-

coding and decoding. This accounts for his belief that a 

child named "Tristram," a name derived from the French 

"triste" meaning "sad," is destined to lead a melancholy 

life marked by nonachievement. Twain, however, expresses 

the antithesis of this theory, that words are essentially 
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empty vehicles to be imbued with meaning by the respective 

coders: 

[The word "slavery"] has a harsh sound and yet 
should not be offensive to any--even to the noble 
himself--unless the fact itself be an offense: 
for the statement simply formulates a fact. The 
repulsive feature of slavery is the thing, not its 
its name. (Works 9: 285) 

An unusual but nevertheless effective metaphor that 

Twain employs to comment upon the relationship between word 

and meaning is the relationship between the knight and the 

suit of armor. This notion that a word is but a meaning-

less shell finds expression, among other instances, in the 

Battle of the Sand-Belt when Hank and Clarence approach a 

dead knight, electrocuted on one of the fences: "We rose 

up and looked in through the bars of his visor, but couldn't 

make out whether we knew him or not--features too dim and 

shadowed" (Works 9: 484). The knights always conceal their 

physical features, even while playing baseball, thus making 

it easier for them to disguise themselves by assuming other 

knights' armor, as in "How Sir Launcelot Slew Two Giants 

and Made a Castle Free." Twain uses these disguises to 

imply that the assignment of meaning to words is as arbi-

trarily done as the donning of outwardly unchanging armor. 

Furthermore, this knight/knighthood metaphor accurately 

reflects the parole/langue relationship. 

For a philistine, Hank is surprisingly conscientious 

in his understanding of language's inadequacy in conveying 
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meaning, noting, as does Huck Finn, that too often, the user 

of language finds a paucity of words in relating experience: 

"Grateful? It isn't the term. There isn't any term for 

it" (Works 9: 454), he laments. At other times he suggests 

a lack of shared norms as the basis for failures in communi

cation, recognizing that "words realize nothing, vivify 

nothing to you, unless you have suffered in your own person 

the thing which the words try to describe" (Works 9: 324-

25). At any rate, Hank's theory of language representation 

provides one clear instance of a philosophical kinship with 

his author, as it is the voice of both that makes the dis

tinction, "You should have seen her face then! Gratitude? 

Lord, what do you want with words to express that? Words 

are only painted fire; a look is the fire itself" (Works 9: 

403). Hank, however, initiates what Twain would certainly 

have regarded as a quixotic undertaking by setting up a 

newspaper and promoting literacy as a means of making lan

guage more concrete, of checking the wildly devolving state 

of language (Hoffman, A., 121 ). 

The assignment of meaning to words in A Connecticut 

Yankee carries with it a commentary on the nature of the 

assigner of meaning as well, especially in regard to the 

question of whether the assigner need be human. The ef

fects of Twain's obsession with the Paige typesetter on the 

composition of A Connecticut Yankee have been treated ex

tensively, but most of these treatments have centered upon 
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how the machine's financial failures contributed to the 

novel's grim conclusion (Cox, "Machinery"; Burnam). Actu-

ally, Twain kept a guarded confidence in the typesetter 

throughout the writing of the novel, and what is especially 

interesting is the way he came to regard it as a superior 

being, a fellow confidence man. Three months before fin-

ishing the novel, he called it "a cunning devil, is that 

machine!--and knows more than any man that ever lived" 

(Mark Twain's Letters 2: 507), and nine months later, he 

had begun describing it in terms more fitting of Merlin: 

After patiently & contentedly spending more than 
$3,000 a month on it for 44 consecutive months, 
I've got it done at last, & it's a daisy! You & 
I have imagined that we knew how to set type--we 
shabby poor bunglers.--Come & see the master do 
it! Come & see this sublime magician of iron & 
steel work his enchantments. Spacing & justi
fying? let him show you that for four centuries 
the very princes of the art have been slovenly & 
incapable. Come! (Mark Twain-Howells Letters 1: 
615) 

At this point, Twain has begun to wonder how closely relat-

ed are the ability to produce words and the ability to 

produce meaning, and whether the art of fiction-making has 

become more of a science, having entered the machine age. 

Hank's boast of being able to make anything, including his 

novel, is indicative of the latest in human achievement, or 

of the obsolescence of the human fiction-maker. 

The emphasis placed on every level of representation 

leads ultimately to Twain's final denunciation of realism. 

His thesis holds that if a realistic text is to be 
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understood as a metaphor for an extratextual reality, the 

picture it presents cannot help but be skewed--for three 

reasons. First, the initial act of observation affects 

and thus distorts the thing observed. Second, no real

istic rendering can avoid the fallacy of subjective 

selection of details. Third, in spite of its aims, 

realism still relies on an unreliable means of communi

cation. No matter how hard Hank, or any other realist 

tries, distortion creeps into every attempted represen

tation: "I remember every detail of what he said," Hank 

declares, but then admits, "except the words he said it 

in; and so I change it into my own words •.. " (Works 

9: 401). 

Twain once quipped, "Often, the surest way to convey 

misinformation is to tell the strict truth" ("Pudd'nhead 

Wilson's New Calendar" 567). In relating an experience, 

"telling the strict truth" is a convention of realism, 

and conventions entail schematization, and in matters of 

representation, schematization entails a cookie-cutter 

means of recording an experience--hence a misrepresenta

tion. In no way can language ever yield an exhaustive 

account of a narrated event or of the contents at a par

ticular moment in the author's mind. For example, in 

Tristram Shandy's comic attempt to relate all the exper

ience that transpires between successive steps on a 
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staircase and the time that elapses while Uncle Toby 

empties his pipe, Sterne argues that only a fraction of 

experience can ever be represented. In A Connecticut 

Yankee, Twain is in accord with Sterne on this point; 

truth and beauty are irreconcilable, and Twain states 

his preference for the latter through Hank's preference 

for the former, as evidenced in his low-brewed indictment 

of Raphael's style of painting (Works 9: 100). Twain's 

philosophy of art closely resembles Tristram's: 

Writers of my stamp have one principle in com
mon with painters.--Where an exact copying 
makes our picture less striking, we choose the 
less evil; deeming it more pardonable to tres
pass against truth, than beauty. (Sterne 74) 

(Mis)communication 

The limitations of individually constructed systems 

of reference allow for a great number of failures in 

communication, in and out of fictional works. In A Con-

necticut Yankee, Twain offers many such failures of his 

own, but his emphasis is not so much on the fact that 

miscommunications occur as on how they occur. Further-

more, like Sterne in Tristram Shandy, Twain shows an 

interest in randomly successful communication. In deter-

mining what constitutes success in communcication, I 

would like to refer to Roman Jakobsen's well-known sche-

matization of the speech act. (See Figure 2.) 
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CONTEXT 

ADDRESSER MESSAGE ADDRESSEE -------------------------------------
CONTACT 

CODE 

Figure 2: Jakobsen's schematization of the speech 
act. 

The speech act functions in this way: 

The ADDRESSER sends a MESSAGE to the ADDRESSEE. 
To be operative, the message requires a CONTEXT 
referred to ("referent" in another, somewhat 
ambiguous nomenclature), seizable by the ad
dressee, and either verbal or capable of being 
verbalized; a CODE fully, or at least partially, 
common to the addresser and addressee (or in 
other words, to the encoder and decoder of the 
message); and, finally, a CONTACT, a physical 
channel and psychological connection between 
the addresser and addressee, enabling both of 
them to enter and stay in communication. 
(Jakobsen 353) 

The nonsense German of Hank's performance in the Val-

ley of Holiness illustrates both the notion of randomly 

successful communication as effected through gesture and 

sympathetic identification and of the remarkable human 

capacity to derive meaning from the seemingly meaning-

less. Even to a speaker of modern German, Hank's 

message lacks any immediately accessible meaning. 

Nevertheless, a communication is effected, even though 

the encoder and decoders' contexts and codes are not at 

all shared. This is because alternative codes and con-

texts are present--Hank's fireworks, gestures, and verbal 
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tones. This marks a high point of irony in a novel whose 

central linguistic thesis holds that even precise encoding 

and decoding is hardly a guarantee of successful communi

cation (the Valley Holiness/Hellishness, for example). 

While Hank's German/English exchange succeeds, many of 

his English/English exchanges fail. 

In addition, the reader, like the Arthurians, can 

successfully decode utterances such as "kni8ht" and 

" =l etn" from the Camelot Weekly Hosannah and Literary 

Volcano, and Twain's experimentation with these almost 

right words likely owes to the influence of Carroll's 

nonsense verse, which Twain admired. Like the words 

"slithy," "gire and gimble," and "mome" in "Jabberwocky," 

"kni8ht" and "=lelf=l" are intelligible because the frag

ments of other words can be seen in them or because of 

their positions in sentences and relationships to the 

words around them (Works 9: 428-29). 

Still, the tendency among self-conscious fictionists 

is to dwell on miscommunication and the frustration 

caused by attempts to relate the linguistic condition 

of their texts to the outside world. In A Connecticut 

Yankee, Twain seems finally to have arrived at the under

standing that any dissertation on the failings of 

language can never be successful in arriving at any 

legitimate conclusion, using language as a means of 



communication. The hopeless circularity of the attempt 

manifests itself in the knights' adventures in "Holy 

Grailing" in which quests get sidetracked and lost, 

necessitating a quest for the quest, and so on, until 

everyone is on a quest for some other quest. 

Twain was no stranger to being misunderstood. The 
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hate mail he received for "A Bloody Massacre near Carson" 

hurt him deeply (Branch and Hirst, 15.1: 321 ), as did the 

cries of coarseness and vulgarity that greeted his Whit-

tier birthday speech of 1877 and Huckleberry Finn. He 

should not have been surprised that even after deleting 

or softening the most Anglophobic passages in A Connecticut 

Yankee that the English reaction would be so negative; 

but he was surprised. In an 1890 letter to Andrew Lang, 

he inexplicably assumed the identity of "Mark Twain" to 

defend himself against English superciliousness: 

If a critic should start a religion it 
would not have any object but to convert an
gels; and they wouldn't need it. The thin top 
crust of humanity--the cultivated--are worth 
pacifying, worth pleasing, worth coddling, 
worth nourishing and preserving with dainties 
and delacacies, it is true; but to be caterer 
to that little faction is no very dignified 
or valuable occupation, it seems to me; it is 
merely feeding the overfed. 

Indeed I have been ·misjudged, from the very 
first. I have never tried in even one single 
little instance, to help cultivate the culti
vated classes. I was not equipped for it, 
either by native gifts or training. And I 
never had any ambition in that direction, but 
always hunted for bigger game--the masses. 
(qtd. in Anderson, F., 335-36) 
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In the novel, failures in communication owe 

principally to code and contact problems. Not surpris-

ingly, the collision of nineteenth-century American 

English with fifteenth-century Maloryese spoken by sixth-

century Arthurians invites code failures, and most of 

these stem from a lack of a shared idiom, especially 

between Hank and Sandy: 

"Don't forget the cow-boys, Sandy." 
"Cow-boys?" 
"Yes; the knights, you know: You were 

going to tell me about them. A while back, 
you remember. Figuaratively speaking, game's 
called." 

"Game--" 
"Yes, yes, yes! Go to the bat. I mean, 

get to work on your statistics, and don't burn 
so much kindling getting your fire started. 
Tell me about the knights." (Works 9: 173) 

Sometimes, whole miscommunications center on the lack of 

a shared term in respective codes, which is the case with 

the novel's first miscommunication, between Hank and Sir 

Kay: 

"Fair, sir, will ye just?" said this fellow. 
"Will I which?" (Works 9: 51) 

But again, most conflicts in idiom take place between Hank 

and Sandy: 

On my way home at noon, I met Sandy. She had 
been sampling the hermits. I said: 

"I would like to do that, myself. This is 
Wednesday. Is there a matinee?" 

"A which, please you, sir?" 
"Matinee. Do they keep open, afternoons?" 
"Who?" 
"The hermits, of course." 
"Keep open?" 



"Yes, keep open. Isn't that plain enough? 
Do they knock off at noon." 

"Knock off?" 
"Knock off?--yes, knock off. What is the 

matter with knock off? I never saw such a 
dunderhead; can't you understand anything at 
all? In plain terms, do they shut up shop, 
draw the game, bank the fires--" 

"Shut up shop, draw--" 
"There, never mind, let it go; You make me 

tired. You can't seem to understand the sim
plest thing." (Works 9: 257-58) 
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At other times, Hank has difficulty in communicating with 

the Arthurians because both parties do not share ~11 the 

denotations of certain terms, as when he questions a young 

noble on military matters: 

"What do you know of the laws of attraction 
and gravitation?" 

"If there be such, mayhap his grace the king 
did promulgate them whilst that I lay sick 
about the beginning of the year and thereby 
failed to hear his proclamation." 

"What do you know of the science of optics?" 
"I know of governors of places, and senes

chals of castles, and sheriffs of counties, and 
many like small offices and titles of honor, 
but him you call the Science of Optics I have 
not heard of before; peradventure it is a new 
dignity." 

"Yes, in this country." (Works 9: 291-92) 

This lack of a fully shared code is the source of 

much of the novel's humor, and it also manifests itself 

in situations without dialogue, such as Hank's question-

ably wise idea to start a newspaper in a land where 

illiteracy reigns. Code problems also lead to placard-

wearing knights who wander the countryside to advertise 

toothpaste to toothless people and stove polish before 



the invention of the stove (Works 9: 226-28). The 

greatest failure in communication relates to unshared 

codes as Sandy fails in adequately decoding Hank's 

sleeping utterance of "Hello-Central" and gives their 

child this absurd signifier (Works 9: 453-54). 
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The misnaming of a child also takes place in Tristram 

Shandy, but Tristram gets his name because of a faulty 

contact as Susannah fails in adequately relating the 

intended name to the curate at Tristram's christening 

(Sterne 230). In A Connecticut Yankee, miscommunications 

sometimes occur through poor contacts, but not often. 

Hank's feud with Sir Sagramor, however, begins when Hank's 

tongue-in-cheek remark is intercepted and misinterpreted 

(Works 9: 124), and Hank's telephone fails as a reliable 

point of contact when Camelot mistakes the miracles that 

have taken place in the Valley of Holiness as having 

taken place in the Valley of Hellishness (Works 9: 276). 

Epistemology 

If so much of our knowledge of the world is mediated 

through language, how can it be possible ever to know 

anything conclusively? After all, knowledge of a "thing" 

can never appear at all except insofar as it appears 

"within some kind of story, even if it were only, as Kant 

claimed, the story of our sensory motor schemata and their 

'semiotic extension' through iconic and symbolic devices, 
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into categorical systems" (Bar 193). Metafiction 

foregrounds the frustrations encountered by characters as 

they attempt to construct some meaning out of the meaning

less. Tristram can try, but he will never know anything 

conclusive about the white bear, except what his sensory 

perception delivers; and the Arthurian knights will con

tinue their absurd quest for a fictional eternity. 

In Huckleberry Finn, a major epistemological theme 

was Huck's growing awareness that things are seldom what 

they appear to be, that it is virtually impossible to 

distinguish between kings and nonkings, genuine articles 

and shadows: "What was the use to tell Jim these warn't 

real kings and dukes? It wouldn't 'a' done no good; and, 

besides, it was just as I said; you couldn't tell them 

from the real kind" (155). A letter written two years 

before Twain began A Connecticut Yankee indicates that 

he was still preoccupied with this theme, asking, "What 

is Sir Kay in Sir Launcelot's armor, but only Sir Kay, 

after all, and not Sir Launcelot?" (Salisbury 170). An 

interesting passage in A Connecticut Yankee, later de

leted, suggests by virtue of its wording that Twain 

planned the novel to be an epistemological companion to 

Huckleberry Finn, as Hank realizes that "you couldn't 

tell the sewer from a saint in the dark" (Works 9: 667). 
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A central epistemological theme of A Connecticut 

Yankee addresses fiction masquerading as history and vice 

versa, and the futility of using language by itself as a 

means of distinction. For this reason, the legends of 

King Arthur offered Twain the perfect vehicle for an epis

temological study, since Arthur exists in realms both 

historical and fictional. The reception of Hank's manu

script, then, takes on great significance. Apparently, 

"Twain" receives the text as a genuine historical docu

ment. A grown-up version of Torn Sawyer, he invests the 

written word with a certain sanctity; so an experience 

represented exists within his own world by virtue of its 

being represented, knowing by now that only professional 

liars like Simon Wheeler employ the oral mode. "Twain" 

bases his belief in the legitimacy of Hank's history on 

Hank's peculiar behavior, knowledge of ancient armor, and 

admission of literary talentlessness. Furthermore, the 

manuscript itself is written on old paper, obviously yel

lowed with age, and in chapter twenty-nine, "Twain" finds 

a newspaper clipping from Hank's Camelot Weekly Hosannah 

and Literary Volcano. 

If "Twain" had noticed a handful of other peculiari

ties, he might well have questioned the veracity of Hank's 

story; but like Cooper's Indians, "Twain" never notices 

anything. He never suspects, for example, that Hank's 
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behavior might be affected, that his knowledge of armor 

could have been taken from books, or that his cries of 

philistinism could be a lie. In addition, 11 Twain 11 never 

suspects that a fraudulent historical document would best 

be written on a palimpsest, and the newspaper clipping 

could have been faked by anyone with access to a printing 

press. Finally, as Hank writes his journal in Merlin's 

Cave he claims to have photographs of the battle between 

Arthur and Mordred (Works 9: 473), but 11 Twain 11 never won

ders why they were not included in the manuscript. The 

reader may be able to conclude that 11 Twain 11 is simply 

gullible and that the manuscript is spurious, but Twain 

raises a couple of other questions which make A Connecti

Yankee harder to evaluate, epistemologically and 

ontologically. First, there is the possibility that 

Hank's Arthurian experiences might be the result of hallu

cinations caused by a blow to the head; and second, 

11 Twain 11 's experiences with Hank's manuscript might be the 

result of a Malory-induced dream. Ultimately, the reader 

will never 11 know 11 for sure. 

Twain's epistemological ruminations transcend the 

written form of language to encompass the equally futile 

attempt ever to know anything by relying on sensory per

ception. A marginal entry in the Yankee manuscript 

indicates that before Twain reached chapter thirteen, he 
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had conceived of an episode to illustrate this notion, 

noting, perhaps with Huck's king/nonking indistinction in 

mind, that "no nobility or royal family ever created by a 

people's consent--hence all such that exist are lies & 

frauds. Takes the hogs" (Works 9: 638). At this point, 

Hank and Sandy have begun their quest for the captured 

princesses, a quest which ends with each arriving at 

wholly different interpretations of what their sensory 

perceptions te~l them, echoing Don Quixote's battle with 

the windmill. Sandy sees princesses and ogres; Hank sees 

hogs and swineherds. A Connecticut Yankee differs from 

Don Quixote, however, in that the first person point of 

view of the former means that the reader does not have 

the same access to Sandy's perception; and as Twain real-

ized, this makes for literally a world of difference. At 

any rate, Hank decides to play along, to humor Sandy: 

She looked surprised and distressed. The 
animation faded out of her face; and during 
many moments she was lost in thought and silent. 
Then--

"It was not enchanted aforetime," she said 
in a musing fashion, as if to herself. "And 
how strange is this marvel, and how awful--that 
to the one perception it is enchanted and dight 
in a base and shameful aspect; yet to the per
ception of the other it is not enchanted, hath 
suffered no change ..•. " 

I saw my cue. The castle was enchanted to 
me, not to her. It would be wasted time to try 
to argue her out of her delusion, it couldn't be 
be done; I must just humor it. So I said--

"This is a common case--the enchanting of a 
thing to the one eye and leaving it in its 
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proper form to another. . . • But here, by good 
luck, no one's eyes but mine are under the en
chantment and so it is of no consequence to 
dissolve it. These ladies remain ladies to you, 
and to themselves, and to everybody else; and at 
the same time they will suffer in no way from my 
delusion, for when I know that an ostensible hog 
is a lady, that is enough for me, I know how to 
treat her." (Works 9: 229-30) 

Hank remains convinced that he is the undeceived of 

the two, but in a deleted portion of the manuscript, the 

scene ends with Hank giving in and admitting that he 

could never know that the hogs are not princesses. Twain 

probably deleted this material because it lessened the am-

biguity of the episode. This is unfortunate, for the 

deleted paragraphs effectively advance the Huckish obses-

sion with appearance and reality and highlight the 

principal epistemological episode of the novel: 

Yes, yes, I was very much better than she, 
and had a right to despise her: for I was 
wise, and she a fool; I knew things, and she 
was ignorant; I was in my right mind, and she 
was as good as crazy .••. 

Yes, we are just as pitiful and shabby as we 
can be, we human beings, in some of our as
pects; but it is seldom that we are confronted 
with the fact and forced to recognize it. All 
Beliefs that are not our Beliefs, are Super
stitions; all Superstitions are Grotesque 
Absurdities. Why certainly--of course. It is 
a truism. . • . 

No, I was obliged to respect her now, and 
did. Her superstition was not a pleasant one, 
still it was a quite rational one, in fact a 
dazzlingly rational one--when compared with some 
others. I reckon we ought to make it a rule to 
honor each other's superstitions. I mean, by 
charitable fiction of speech, of course. We 
never could in reality. (Works 9: 668-69) 



CHAPTER XII 

ONTOLOGY 

When language fails as a means of distinguishing 

between the real and the unreal, the sensory apparatus 

through which we mediate all of our experience becomes 

suspect as well, and once we begin probing the nature of 

experience, a host of questions relating to the nature of 

the world and how and whether we exist in it presents it-

self. The word "reality" shows itself to be among the 

vaguest of signifiers, for in life and in fiction, 

we do not attain the real [i.e., the genuine 
article]. What we reach is a notion of the 
real [i.e., a shadow] which contents us enough 
so that we can found our bahavior upon it. In 
a word, we arrive at a belief." (Scholes, 
Fabulation and Metafiction 7) 

And so it is that the metafictional author abandons 

all pretense of reaching and espousing any conclusive 

understanding of the "real," opting instead to redraw 

the ontological boundaries between fiction and reality 

and foreground the blatant subjectivity of his endeavor. 

He no longer strives to make his or her novel an empir-

ical copy of the world so much as a reflection of that 

ordering, fiction-making process that is part of our nat-

ural coming to terms with experience (Hutcheon 89). The 

lack of a clearly delineated border between the worlds of 

reality and of fiction undercuts mimetic conceptions of 

the nature of literary art, for "literary discourse cannot 
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be true or false, it can only be valid in relation to its 

own premises" (Todorov 10). When not being read, the world 

of a fictional work exists in a state of suspended anima

tion, out of space, out of time; and the novel is simply 

a static object holding within itself the potentiality of 

an artistic experience (Davis 34). However, once the 

novel is entered, its world is not only "real" but para

mount in the consciousness of its perceiver. 

The tendency among Twain's critics is to persist in 

regarding Huckleberry Finn as the author's most ontolog

ically self-conscious novel; at least this is the tendency 

among those critics who see him as a self-conscious artist 

at all. Granted, the first page of the novel makes a 

clever and truly profound statement on the reality of fic

tion and the fictionality of reality, but from that point 

on, Twain takes up the brilliant hybrid of romance and 

realism that so distinguishes the novel stylistically. 

While there are subsequent instances of ontological self

consciousness, the novel as a whole can hardly be 

considered a sustained treatment of the ontological sta

tus of fiction; nor is there any reason to believe that 

it was meant to be one. 

In treating Flann O'Brien's At Swim-Two-Birds, 

Robert Alter makes a point that seems particularly rele

vant to A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court: 
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[If] you are writing a novel about a novelist 
who invents still another novelist who is the 
author of bizarrely farfetched books, there is 
scarcely any piece of fabrication, however 
foolish or improbable, that you couldn't put 
into your novel if you set your mind to it. 
("Self-Conscious Moment" 213) 

In A Connecticut Yankee, Twain writes about one novelist 

("Twain") who invents another novelist (Hank Morgan) who 

is the author of a bizarrely farfetched book, but the 

pattern does not end at this point. Within the text, Hank 

creates a number of characters who go on to create a num-

ber of other characters; and since virtually all of these 

characters are storytellers themselves, the reader moving 

through A Connecticut Yankee finds it to be an infinitely 

inward series of narratives in which multiple and subjec-

tive realities are the rule. The principal ontological 

thesis of the novel holds that to exist is to experience 

and that "reality" and "unreality" are useless and inac-

curate categories for sorting out experience. 

"Unreality," with all of its component parts (e.g., 

dreams, madness, hallucinations, acts of the creative 

imagination, etc.), functions in alternative worlds as 

the norm by which experience is categorized. In this 

chapter, I will present the fundamentals of Twain's phi-

losopy of the dissolution of the barrier between fiction 

and reality and explain how it relates to his theories of 

the division of the self, followed by an extended treat-

ment of the two most important devices he employs to 



advance his understanding of the ontological status of 

fiction: dreams and multiple framing. 

On the "Real" and the "Unreal" 
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The separate but equal existence of fictional and 

nonfictional worlds is axiomatic in metafiction, and a 

central metafictional convention involves frequent and 

unfettered traffic between these worlds. In A Connecti

cut Yankee, Twain also expresses a fascination with the 

notion of transcendence of worlds, though he shies away 

from the blatant frame-breaking practices of contemporary 

metafictionists. His understanding of the sometimes 

peaceful, sometimes peaceless coexistence among worlds is 

rather complex, and I will treat the subject in great de

tail later in this chapter; for now, two general 

observations will suffice: First, traffic among fictional 

and nonfictional worlds in Twain's works is not only pos

sible but necessary in the fictional process, and this 

theory of transcendence rests on his belief in the divi

sions of the self; second, concurrent existence in two 

separate and contradictory, overlapping worlds 

is not only possible .but unavoidable, but in this dual

ity of existence, stasis, not transcendence, is the rule. 

The first of the~e observations forms the basis for 

Twain's philosophy of the dream's relationship to fic

tion, ann the second for his theory of framing. 
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Twain's belief in the divisions of the self seems to 

have begun taking shape in the early 1880's and had cer

tainly been formulated by the time he began A Connecticut 

Yankee. This belief centered on a division of the self 

into a writing self, a reading self, and a paraself. 

The terminology is my own, as is all terminology not 

otherwise indicated. (Twain had his own, below.) The 

writing self is a passive encoder of experience, the 

physical apparatus for the production of fiction. The 

reading self is a passive decoder of experience, the 

physical apparatus for the reception of fiction. Harbored 

within both is a paraself, a projection onto the fic

tional plane of an alter ego, of a doppelganger--a "probe" 

generated in the imagination which steals away from the 

physical self to explore the alternative worlds of dreams, 

fiction, madness, etc. Unlike the writing self or the 

reading self, a paraself is not a permanent component of 

the larger self; rather, a new paraself must be generated 

every time an alternative world is to be encountered. 

When employed in fiction, a paraself exists only so long 

as the coding process is sustained, and once the process 

is truncated, it vanishes along with the alternative 

world, just as the visions of a dream vanish upon waking, 

just as Hank Morgan vanishes while on the verge of his 

last "effect." 
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Twain was always aware that writing fiction involved 

some kind of transcendence. As early as 1870, when it 

became evident that his paraself could not provide ex-

perience fast enough for his writing self, he toyed with 

the idea of a flesh-and-blood doppelganger, one James H. 

Riley, who was to mine diamonds in South Africa and sell 

the experience to Twain. In a letter to Riley, he 

explained: 

"When Daniel de Foe wanted to know what life on 
a solitary island was like, and doubted whether 
he was hardy enough to stand it himself, he 
sent the ingenious Robinson W. Cruesoe; and 
when I wanted to know all about wild life in 
the diamond fields and its fascinations, and 
could not go myself, I sent the ingenious 
Riley." (Mark Twain's Letters to His Pub
lishers 49) 

Twain also liked to joke that Jules Verne preferred 

to send his doppelganger to remote, dangerous areas, 

not himself (Gribben 51). In much the same way, the 

reader of A Connecticut Yankee sees a reflection of 

himself in Hank Morgan, for Hank's leap backward 

from the nineteenth century to the sixth century reflects 

the reader's paraself taking leave of the reading self. 

Hank, at least in the beginning, still gives full ref-

erential status to the world of the nineteenth century, 

and he cannot function in his new world until he makes 

the transition, just as the reader must make a transi-

tion to function in the fictional world. 



Self-conscious fiction focusses on the nature of 

imitation, and for this reason the concept of doubles 
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has been used with great frequency (Alter, Partial Magic 

23). Twain's division of the self finds expression most 

often and most clearly in the number of doubles in A 

Connecticut Yankee as well. As an author, Hank writes out 

an experience experienced by his paraself, but it must be 

remembered that he is not a novelist of the first order. 

He fails to conceal most of his paraselves within the 

text, as Twain consciously emphasizes; so it is not sur

prising for the reader to .find the ·world of A Connecticut 

Yankee to be populated with demi-Hanks. These doubles 

are versions of Hank that Hank himself is not aware of, 

and through them the reader sees that Hank suffers from 

delusions of grandeur (from Arthur), is a dunderhead (from 

Sandy), is naive (from Clarence), is superstitious (from 

Merlin), and is morally bankrupt (from Morgan le Fay). 

Twain's point is that Hank has summoned a number of para

selves from the recesses of his writing self and left 

them trapped (and disguised) within the text--hardly what 

the reader would expect from a self-styled master of 

invention. 

The second ontological theme of the novel addresses 

the existence of the reading and writing selves outside 

the fiction-making process, a theme which finds expres

sion in the multiplicity of frames within the text, and 
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the central idea is that we exist and at the same time do 

not exist, that we simultaneously inhabit a world of the 

"real" and a world of the "unreal." Stasis rather than 

transcendence prevails, for to Twain, existence precedes 

the imposition of the "real" and "unreal" frames. The 

rule among contemporary metafictional texts is that 

frames precede the existence of author, character, and 

reader, and once these are categorized into respective 

worlds, traffic among them is common; characters may 

communicate with their authors or, perhaps, with their 

own creations. 

Twain goes as far as to categorize author and char

acters, people and metapeople into worlds, but he does 

not allow interworld traffic. Huckleberry Finn can refer 

to "Mark Twain" because both exist as acts of Twain's 

creative imagination; Huck can never cross over into, 

what would be for him, the alternative world of Mark 

Twain. Nevertheless, once the narrative frames of A 

Connecticut Yankee begin accumulating, something happens 

to the ontological status of the novel's author, charac

ters, and creations of characters; something happens 

because the imposition of a new narrative frame is 

brought about by the addition of a new storyteller and 

that storyteller's characters within the ·text. In s~1ort, 

every new frame overlaps a portion of a previous frame 



so that the inhabitants of the overlapped portion find 

themselves to be at the same time "fictional" and "non

fictional," "real" and "unreal." 
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This notion of overlapping worlds is made explicit in 

the novel's title, for the contents of A Connecticut Yan

kee in King Arthur's Court exist within alternative 

worlds of the sixth and nineteenth centuries. The world 

of Hank's nineteenth-century America, through Twain's 

Godlike powers of authorship, is simply superimposed onto 

another world, so Hank can freely mingle with the Arthur

ians and vice versa. This coexistence is also made 

explicit in the date of Hank's "arrival," June nine

teenth. Expressed numerically, this date would be 6-19, 

reflecting the union of two worlds. 

Erecting barriers around what we perceive as the real 

and unreal manifests itself acutely in the traditional 

distinction between the perceived world of the real and 

that other world, that place where fictions take place, 

and in A Connecticut Yankee, Twain proposes the erasing 

of these spurious barriers by blurring their usually 

clear delineations. One strategy involves the reception 

of Hank's manuscript as history and fiction, but a more 

important strategy deals with the gradual movement toward 

the "heart" of the narrative. Too often, novels tend to 

reinforce the false distinction between reality and fic

tion through abrupt transitions from the "real" world into 
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the fictional world, and the point of entry (the 

beginning of the text) is too clearly marked. In A Con

necticut Yankee, Twain raises the question of where a 

novel truly "begins," and there are several possibilites: 

the front cover, the title page, the author's preface, "A 

Word of Explanation," the beginning of Hank's oral ac

count, and the beginning of Hank's written account. By 

the time Hank learns .that he is in Camelot in chapter 

two, the reader's paraself has taken leave and is in the 

Arthurian world, but it is impossible to pinpoint when 

this departure occurred, where any ontological borders 

were crossed. The conclusion and reentry into the "real" 

world is equally hard to place, for the novel has a num

ber of endings: the end of Hank's manuscript, the end of 

Clarence's postscript, the end of "Mark Twain"'s post

script, and the back cover. Through this dissolution of 

ontological barriers, Twain exposes the reader to the 

subjectivity with which distinctions between the "real" 

and "unreal" are made. 

Dreams 

Twain was extraordinarily superstitious, and dreams 

were of great interest to him. In a number of ways, the 

dream experience resembles the fiction-making process in 

that the dreamer releases a paraself to explore and gam

bol in an alternative world, only to be recalled upon the 
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resumption of waking life. In July 1898, Twain penned a 

sketch called "My Platonic Sweetheart" in which he con

cluded that he consisted of a "waking self," a 

"somnambulic self," and a "dream self" (Emerson 220); 

however, certain episodes of A Connecticut Yankee suggest 

that he had arrived at this division of the self at least 

as early as the summer of 1887, and the genesis of the 

novel seen in the notebook entry, "Dream of being a knight 

errant in armor in the middle ages ... ," suggests fur

ther that a dream, whether Twain's, "Twain"'s, or Hank's, 

might have served as a structuring device for the novel 

(Notebooks and Journals 3:78). 

In an early review, William Dean Howells noted that 

A Connecticut Yankee "has the lawless operation of a 

dream" (qtd. in Anderson, F., 155), but subsequent criti

cism has failed to address the almost cover-to-cover 

surrealism of the novel, except as it being an inherent 

component of the genre of fantasy that Twain embraces. 

Henry Nash Smith and Everett Carter offer the theme of 

madness-as-preferred-reality, based on their readings of 

Don Quixote, to explain the novel's surreality, but they 

relegate this point to the status of only minor impor

tance in their treatments (Fable of Progress 108; 419). 

In "The Reality of the Dream," Lawrence I. Berkove makes 

the valid point that 
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none of the humans in this novel are quite 
conscious of the true nature of their exist
ence. All live and struggle in a dream. Some 
move from one dream to another, but they re
main deceived about their state. (8) 

Unfortunately, his conclusion merely echoes Smith's 

Fable of Progress: 

In A Connecticut Yankee, Twain used a pattern 
of dreams to intimate, by analogy, that human 
civilization's nightmarish decline to hell is 
more plausible as a model of reality than is 
the familiar daytime world's dream of progress 
ever onward and upward. (12) 

Had Berkove grouped the novel with a number of Twain's 

later works in which the dream motif is central, he might 

have seen that A Connecticut Yankee was Twain's first 

attempt to treat the ontological implications of dreams 

in fiction. 

Appreciating the full significance of dreams in A 

Connecticut Yankee begins with an examination of the 

state of the author in 1885. By this time, Twain's 

melancholic life had taken a pronounced shift toward 

happiness and even optimism. He headed a beautiful fam-

ily, enjoyed an idyllic home life, and had achieved 

financial and critical success; and with the Paige type-

setter, there was every indication that he was on the 

verge of securing the life of comfort and contentment 

he felt he deserved. Not long after beginning work on 

A Connecticut Yankee, however, he began slipping into 

financial troubles, and illness and death struck the 
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Clemens and Langdon family often. The cancellation of a 

planned retirement from fiction and a resumption of having 

to write and speak for a living again became apparent. 

During this time, his interest in dreams and madness 

began to shape a fictional theme which was to become an 

obsession in the the 1890's, a theme involving 

a man who has been long favored by luck while 
pursuing a dream of success that has seemed 
about to turn into reality. Sudden reverses 
occur and he experiences a nightmarish time of 
failure. He clutches at what may be a saving 
thought: perhaps he is indeed living in a 
nightmare from which he will awaken to his 
former felicity. But there is also the pos
sibility that what seems a dream of disaster 
may be the actuality of his life. (Tuckey, 
Introduction 1-2) 

Twain's three major dreamworks are "The Great Dark," 

"Which Was the Dream?" and "Which Was It?" None of these 

works, written between 1896 and 1905, was ever finished 

or published in the author's lifetime. 

In the first f~rty chapters of A·Connecticut Yankee, 

Hank Morgan enjoys a life of success and achievement. He 

has thoroughly modernized England and is on the verge of 

his most ambitious goal, the eradication of the Church. 

But in the end, his utopian vision crumbles, and in his 

deathbed delirium, he can no longer distinguish between 

reality on the one hand and dreams and madness on the 

other. Hank's reversal of fortunes is the earliest exam-

ple of theme of the tragic dream hero and sets the 

pattern for all that followed. 
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This theme of the perfect life marred by (dream) 

tragedy can best be treated by recognizing its explicit 

use in "Which Was the Dream?" and then working backward 

to A Connecticut Yankee. In "Which Was the Dream?" Major 

General X is certain to be elected President, climaxing 

a brilliant military and political career. Then his house 

burns, and after learning that it was not insured, he is 

accused of forgery in a scheme planned by an embezzling 

bookkeeper. The manuscript ends with X waking after 

an eighteen-month coma, in dire poverty. Twain's notes 

indicate that this, the beginning of seventeen years of 

hardship, had actually taken place during a fifteen-

second dream (Tuckey, Introduction 9). As early as 1893, 

certainly the nadir of his life, Twain expressed a melan-

choly wish for the discovery that his recent bad times 

had been only a dream: 

I dreamed I was born and grew up and was a 
pilot on the Mississippi and a miner and a 
journalist in Nevada and a pilgrim in the 
Quaker City, and had a wife and children and 
went to live in a villa at Florence--and this 
dream goes on and on and sometimes seems so 
real that I almost believe that it is real. 
I wonder if it is? But there is no way to 
tell, for if one applies tests they would be 
part of the dream, too, and so would simply 
aid the deceit. I wish I knew whether it is 
a dream or real. (Mark Twain's Letters 2: 581) 

Even more interesting is Hank's deathbed scene, in which 

he clings to the saving thought that his good times in 

Camelot really happened and that the bad times did not: 
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"Sandy! Yes, you are there. I lost 
myself a moment, and I thought you were gone. 
• . • . • Have I been sick long? It must be 
so; it seems months to me. And such dreams! 
such strange and awful dreams, Sandy! Dreams 
that were as real as reality--delirium, of 
course, but so real! Why, I thought the king 
was dead, I thought you were in Gaul and 
couldn't get home, I thought there was a revo
lution; in the fantastic frenzy of these 
dreams, I thought that Clarence and I, and a 
handful of my cadets fought and exterminated 
the whole chivalry of England! But even that 
was not the strangest. I seemed to be a crea
ture out of a remote unborn age, centuries 
hence, and even that was as real as the rest! 
Yes, I seemed to have flown back out of that 
age into this of ours, and then forward to it 
again, and was set down, a stranger and for
lorn in that strange England, with an abyss of 
thirteen centuries yawning between me and you! 
between me and my home and my friends! between 
me and all that is dear to me, all that could 
make life worth the living! It was awful--aw
fuler than you can ever imagine, Sandy. Ah, 
watch by me, Sandy--stay by me every moment-
don't let me go out of my mind again; death is 
nothing, let it come, but not with those dreams, 
not with the torture of those hideous dreams--
I cannot endure that again. . . . Sandy? 

" (Works 9: 492-93) 

We can only speculate as to what Hank is experiencing, 

since we are no longer perceiving the contents of the 

novel through his eyes; but it would be reasonable to 

assume that his experience resembles Theodor's at the 

end of The Mysterious Stranger. 

The characters in Twain's dreamworks seldom know 

whether or not they are in dreams, but when they can make 

a distinction, they often express a preference for a 

world other than their own. For Major General X, the 

world of fiction has its siren song: 
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I was in the room which had been set apart as a 
nursery, and was employed as usual at that hour 
of the evening--inventing a blood-curdling 
story for the children; a child seated on each 
arm of my chair, their feet in my lap, their 
elbows on their knees, their chins crutched in 
their plump hands, their eyes burning duskily 
through their falling cataracts of yellow hair 
and black. For ten minutes I had been wander
ing with these two in a land of Romance, where 
all things are beautiful, and existence is a 
splendid dream, and care cannot come. Then came 
that bray of the brazen horns, and the vision 
vanished away; we were prisoners in this dull 
planet again. I was for ignoring the serenade, 
and getting back to that shining land of my 
story. . . (56-57) 

After Hank's initial shock at being thrust into the Ar-

thurian world, he, too, expresses a preference for an 

alternative world, after convincing himself that it is 

not a dream: 

I was fast getting adjusted to my situation 
and circumstances. For a time, I used to wake 
up, mornings, and smile at my "dream," and 
listen for the Colt's factory whistle; but that 
sort of thing played itself out, gradually, and 
at last I was fully able to realize that I was 
actually living in the sixth century, and in 
Arthur's court, not a lunatic asylum [my empha
sis]. After that, I was just as much at home 
in that century as I could have been in any 
other; and as for preference, I wouldn't have 
traded it for the twentieth. (Works 9: 108-09) 

Hank's understanding of dream existence suggests that 

at this point in the composition of the novel--mid-1887--

Twain had uncannily anticipated many of the ideas ex-

pressed in William James's The Principles of Psychology 

(1890) and Sir John Adams's Herbartian Psychology (1897), 

an anticipation that would account for his excited 
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receptions of the two works. Georg Lichtenberg's writings 

on dreams and madness unquestionably influenced Twain's 

later works, as the notes for "The Great Dark" show that 

one character was to quote the eighteenth-century mathe

matician and psychologist (Tuckey, Introduction 17). Of 

particular interest to Twain would have been Lichten

berg's claim that "a man can really never know whether 

he isn't sitting in a madhouse" (232); In The Mysterious 

Stranger, Satan offers what appears to be a paraphrase: 

"Of course, no man is entirely in his right man at any 

time . " (735). (Compare these remarks with Hank's 

statements about being in Camelot or a lunatic asylum, 

above.) 

Hank finds certain aspects of his new world to be 

agreeable, but this is hardly the rule in Twain's other 

dreamworks. A common theme is the horror of being trapped 

in an alternative world. In the notes for "The Great 

Dark," for example, a character was to tell the Super

intendent of Dreams that he would like to go on a voyage 

in the drop of polluted water under the lens of his micro

scope. The wish is granted, but when the trip turns 

nightmarish, and he wants out, the Superintendent tells 

him that the voyage is his real life, that his existence 

outside the drop was a dream (Tuckey, Which Was the Dream? 

100-01 ). Hank, too, on his deathbed cries out to return 
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to the Arthurian world and leave the nightmare world of 

the nineteenth century. In addition, the dream world is 

no sanctuary from physical pain, as X remarks upon learn-

ing that his daughter fears her dream of getting bitten 

by a bear: 

It would not occur to everybody that there 
might be an advantage in being the eater, now 
and then, seeing that it was nothing but a 
dream, after all, but there is an advantage, 
for while you are in a dream-yt isn't a dream-
it is reality, and~he bear-bite hurts; hurts 
in a perfectly real way. (47) 

Hank also is familiar with physical pain in dreams, 

as seen in this passage: 

I was so tired that even my fears were not 
able to keep me awake long. 

When I next came to myself, I seemed to have 
been asleep a long time. My first thought was, 
"Well, what an astonishing dream I've had! I 
reckon I've waked only just in time to keep 
from being hanged or drowned or burned, or 
something. . . . I'll nap again till the whis
tle blows, and then I'll go down to the arms 
factory and have it out with Hercules." 

But just then I heard the harsh music of 
rusty chains and bolts, a light flashed in 
my eyes, and that butterfly, Clarence, stood 
before me! I gasped with surprise; my breath 
almost got away from me. 

"What!" I said, "you still here? Go along 
with the rest of the dream! Scatter!" 

But he only laughed, in his light-hearted 
way, and fell to making fun of my sorry plight. 

"All right," I said, resignedly, "let the 
dream go on; I'm in no hurry." 

"Prithee what dream?" 
"What dream? Why, the dream that I am in 

Arthur's court--a person who never existed; and 
that I am talking to you, who are nothing but a 
work of the imagination." 

"Oh, la, indeed! and is it a dream that 
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you're to be burned tomorrow? Ho-ho--answer me 
that!" 

The shock that went through me was distres
sing. I now began to reason that my situation 
was in the last degree serious: for I knew by 
past experience of the life-like intensity of 
dreams, that to be burned to death, even in a 
dream, would be very far from being a jest, and 
was a thing to be avoided, by any means, fair 
or foul, that I could contrive. (Works 9: 82-83) 

The unification of worlds manifests itself, as I have 

said, in the title of the novel and in the date of Hank's 

arrival into the Arthurian world, but Twain might also 

suggest it in a character's name which has some dream sig-

nificance--Alisande la Carteloise. In tracing the source 

of inspiration for the name, a number of possible candi-

dates present themselves, not all of them dream related, 

and it would be reasonable to assume that the name does 

not derive from a single source. 

A couple of literary sources derive from Sterne and 

Chaucer, two authors whom Twain admired, and in the case 

of Sterne even emulated. With Sterne, the diminutive 

"Sandy" might owe to Tristram Shandy, but Twain more 

likely would have been influenced by the Alisoun of "The 

Miller's Tale" of the Canterbury Tales. In the time of 

Chaucer (and Malory), the name "Alisoun" was usually 

applied to scandalous women, and the chicanery seen in 

the tryst that Alisoun and her lover arrange behind her 

husband's back would certainly have appealed to Twain. 
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In "The Reality of the Dream," Lawrence I. Berkove 

breaks down the name "Alisande" into "all is sand" to 

argue that she, like the Battle of the Sand-Belt, is 

symbolic of the transience of time (11). Berkove's con

clusion is not very sound, but there may be a valid 

reason for breaking down the name in his way. Huck's 

greatest compliment for a woman is for her to be "full 

of sand," and he speaks of Mary Jane Wilks in this way 

on two occasions (188; 200). And if Sandy is to be un

derstood as a double of Hank, his being "sandy" would 

account for Twain's changing of his boast that he is 

"full of fight" to his having "plenty of sand" in him 

for the Century excerpt (Works 9: 630). 

Still, the soundest explanation involves Twain's 

apparent fascination with dreams, and for some arcane 

reason, he simply associated the name "Alison" with 

dreams and madness. Of course, there is the possibility 

that Carroll's Alice influenced.Twain, since she is thrust 

into and out of the alternative world of a dream. Fur

thermore, and perhaps most interesting of all, the three 

female protagonists of "Which Was the Dream?" "Which Was 

It?" and "The Great Dark" are named Alison. 

As I suggested earlier, there exists the very real 

possibility that Hank's Arthurian experiences could stem 

from a hallucination, or even a dream of "Twain"'s. If 

the latter is the case, we can only pity Hank Morgan, who 
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is forced to endure the Battle of the Sand-Belt and 

separation from Sandy repeatedly until the death of his 

host dreamer. But even if "Twain" really does meet Hank, 

the rest of the text is still replete with dreams and 

dreamers, and both offer lessons in the subjectivity of 

reality construction. 

Framing 

An author frames a narrative by drawing a set of 

ontological boundaries which can encompass 

a continuous stream of events, hold the past, 
present, and future before him, and fit the 
complicated details of character, setting, 
commentary, motivation, and the action into 
the grid of his plot. (Pearce 51) 

Traditionally, authors have used framing as a convention 

for establishing verisimilitude, with the outer frame 

approximating the "reality" of the outer world as closely 

as possible; and since framing points to the existence of 

a framer, realists have tended to eschew or at least deem-

phasize it. Self-conscious authors, on the other hand, 

exploit conventions in order to draw attention to the 

fictionality of their works, and framing has been a pop-

ular device for doing so, going back as far as Don 

Quixote. Excessive and conspicuous framing underscores 

the concept that everything in life is framed, at least 

insofar as our sensory perception apparatus allows; and 

every novel is framed to some degree, even if only in the 
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author's decision of when to begin and end a work of 

fiction. This would explain the common metafictional 

frame-within-the-frame, Chinese-box narrative structures. 

Among the first peculiarities of A Connecticut Yankee 

that readers notice are the multiplicity of storytellers 

and audiences and the frame-within-frame-within~frame 

construction of the novel. A close look at this series 

of frames reveals a tendency, seen also in the beginning 

of Huckleberry Finn, toward stasis between the writing and 

reading selves; that is, unlike the paraself, which tran

scends at will any number of frames and worlds, the 

writing and reading selves remain fixed, inhabiting 

simultaneously the two contradictory worlds of the "real" 

and the "unreal," the "fictional" and the "nonfictional." 

This is evident, however, only when one or the other 

recognizes that he or she is part of a narrative series 

that regresses infinitely inward into the heart of the 

narrative and infinitely outward as well. This concept 

of multiple narrative frames is quite complex, and I 

would like to approach it in the beginning as simply as 

possible. 

First, the basic Twainian frame is made up of two 

parts, or, to be more exact, of two worlds. (See Figure 

3.) One world consists of the coders of the narrative, 

the TELLER and the TELLEE. The second world consists of 
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all that is coded and can be designated as the TOLD ABOUT. 

All narratives must have these respective worlds, worlds 

of the creator and the created. 

TELLER TOLD 
TELLEE ABOUT 

Figure 3: The basic Twainian frame. 

This two-part frame can be applied to the simplest 

of narratives. For example, if Bush tells Reagan, "The 

king died and then the queen died," Bush is the TELLER, 

Reagan is the TELLEE, and the king and the queen are the 

TOLD ABOUT. (See Figure 4.) 

BUSH 
REAGAN 

KING 
QUEEN 

Figure 4: Bush's narrative. 
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This is a single, standard Twainian frame: two 

worlds, real and unreal (or at least ostensibly so), co-

existing within the same narrative. Both worlds offer 

full referential status for their inhabitants, and the 

boundary between them can be transgressed only by a para-

self. 

Suppose that Bush tells Reagan, "I saw Nixon today, 

and he said that the king died and then the queen died." 

Sush's second narrative is more complex than the first, 

for now there is a tale (the king died and then the queen 

died) within another tale (I saw Nixon today and he said 

that). There is no change in the ontological status of 

Bush and Reagan or the king and the queen; but in Bush's 

second narrative, Nixon exists as both TELLER and TOLD 

ABOUT; Rush has expanded the TOLD ABOUT of his original 

narrative by splitting it. (See Figure 5.) 

I 

BUSH 
REAGAN 

NIXON 
KING 

QUEEN 

Figure 5: Bush's second narrative. 
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The central ontological principle of multiple 

Twainian framing is that any pair of worlds, so long as 

they are contiguous, constitutes a valid frame; that is, 

the frame of Bush and Reagan/Nixon is no more nor any 

less "real" than the frame of Nixon/king and queen. In 

addition, the splitting of worlds can occur in either 

direction, into the heart of the narrative (as in Bush's 

second narrative) or outward, toward the author(s). 

With this in mind, I would like to turn my attention 

to A Connecticut Yankee. To begin with, Mark Twain tells 

the reader about one "Mark Twain," and a simple narrative 

frame has been created. This, however, is only the be

ginning of a series of frames, as "Mark Twain" tells of 

Hank Morgan, who tells of Sandy, who tells of the dam

sels, who tell of the White Knight, his story being the 

most deeply embedded narrative within the novel (Works 9: 

174-75). Depending on the starting point, this "nest

ing" can move inward or outward, suggesting the 

possibility, if not giving the actuality, of infinite 

ingress or egress (Stewart 123). When two more worlos 

are added to the ends of the narrative, the series of 

frames will be complete. (See Figure 6.) For practical 

purposes, I have not included the TELLEE's in Figure 6, 

since the TELLEE's of A Connecticut Yankee in itself 

would number in the millions. 
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The question mark in the TOLD ABOUT world next to the 

White Knight signifies that this character has the power 

and potential to create any number of characters who can, 

in turn, create any number of characters, and so on--

infinitely. Twain's decision to put a knight in the 

innermost frame is logical, since a quest for the heart 

of the narrative would be as futile as the quest for the 

Holy Grail, as futile as Hank's quest for the enchanted 

castle. Sandy's directions are as convoluted as the 

novel's assorted narratives: 

"The castle, you understand; where is the 
castle?" 

"Oh, as to that, it is great, and strong, and 
well beseen, and lieth in a far country. Yes, 
it is many leagues." 

"How many?" 
"Ah, fair sir, it were woundily hard to tell, 

they are so many, and do so lap the one upon the 
other, and being made all in the same image and 
tincted with the same color, one may not know 
the one league from its fellow, nor how to count 
them except they be taken apart, and ye wit well 
it were God's work to do that, being not within 
man's capacity; for ye will note--" 

"Hold on, hold on, never mind about the dis
tance; whereabouts does the castle lie? what's 
the direction from here?" 

"Ah, please you sir, it hath no direction 
from here; by reason that the road lieth not 
straight, but turneth evermore; wherefore the 
direction of its place abideth not, but is some
time under the one sky and anon under another, 
whereso if ye be minded that it is in the east, 
and wend thitherward, ye shall observe that the 
way of the road doth yet again turn upon itself 
by the space of half a circle, and this marvel 
happing again and yet again and still again, it 
will grieve you that you had thought by vani
ties of the mind to thwart and bring to naught 
the will of Him that giveth not a castle a 
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direction from a place except it pleaseth Him, 
and if it please Him not, will the rather that 
even all castles and all directions thereunto 
vanish out of the earth, leaving the places 
wherein they tarried desolate and vacant, so 
warning His creatures that where He will He, 
and where He will not He--" (Works 9: 138) 

Figure 6 contains a second question mark, near the 

world of Mark Twain. This question mark stands for in-

finite egression, whereas the other stood for infinite 

ingression. Infinite egression has serious ontologcal 

implications, for when the number of storytellers telling 

stories about storytellers begins to increase, the reader 

is left with a feeling of insecurity about his own 

existence, as Borges notes in Labyrinths: 

. Why does it disturb us that Don Quixote 
be a reader of the Quixote and Hamlet a specta
tor of Hamlet? I believe that I have found the 
reason: these inversions suggest that if the 
characters of a fictional work can be readers 
or spectators, we, its readers or spectators, 
can be fictitious. (278) 

With the possible exception of Hank Morgan, the char-

acters in A Connecticut Yankee do not question their 

existence, but this is because they cannot or will not 

acknowledge the prescence of their creator, that they are 

in someone else•s fiction. The reader of A Connecticut 

Yankee, on the other hand, is in a position to appreciate 

Twain 1 s most perplexing ontological question: In whose 

fiction, in whose TOLD ABOUT, are we? Of course, an 

answer that immediately presents itself is that since we 
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are creations of God, we exist in God's fiction, but this 

entails the question of whose fiction that God might be 

in, and so on, infinitely. Actually, the novel A Connect

icut Yankee in King Arthur's Court ultimately exists as 

one large frame which Twain imposes over a half dozen 

frames of existence that he sees as descending into the 

bottomless pit of a fictional work, a series of narrative 

frames which illustrates that in the end there is no 

reality or unreality, only experience, uncategorizable 

experience, that Hank Morgan and Huck Finn are every bit 

as real as we are, and that we are every bit as fictional 

as Hank Morgan and Huck Finn. 



CHAPTER XIII 

OMNIPOTENCE IN FICTION 

A work of fiction can consist of any number of 

worlds and be populated by any number of beings, and not 

infrequently, an author chooses to arrange these worlds 

into systems of infinite hierarchy, as in A Connecticut 

Yankee. By nature, the apex of such a fictional hie

rarchy, in that it would extend beyond God, is 

unreachable in the consciousness of the author and reader, 

but there can be no doubt that their vision into and con

trol over the worlds beneath them amounts to nothing less 

than omnipotence. A world can be brought into existence 

with only the brief flurry of a pen, and a single stroke 

can increase its population a thousandfold, from one mil

lion to one billion. Temporally, spatially, and 

physically, a fictional world may correspond quite close

ly to the world of the author and reader, or it may 

consist of a speck of dirt or drop of water; and its 

inhabitants, should there be any, can range from invis

ible men to talking snakes to playing-card courtiers. 

Mark Twain showed an insistence upon authorial free

dom in Huckleberry Finn when, for example, he unwrecked 

Huck and Jim's raft, but this was an isolated caprice and 

falls far short of his actually revelling in the power of 

the author. A Connecticut Yankee, on the other hand, 
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presents an author who has discovered his inherent power 

of omnipotence--and shameless indulgence. If nothing 

else, the novel gave him a platform to indulge in an at

tack on the two institutions he loathed the most: 

pretentious literary criticism and the Church. These two 

institutions appear as the.two giants that Launcelot 

kills in "How Sir Launcelot Slew Two Giants and Made a 

Castle Free,'' a piece which sets into motion Twain's 

fantasy of indulgence and omnipotence. 

Twain's disdain for critics is well known. A letter 

written to Howells during the printing of A Connecticut 

Yankee suggests that he was bracing for a critical back

lash: "I'm not writing for those parties who miscall 

themselves critics, and I don't care to have them paw the 

book at all" (Mark Twain's Letters 2: 581 ). Hank finds 

exposure to a scrutinizing public to be bothersome, but 

being subjected to the clinical explications of a circle 

of critics is worse; for if the court is a metaphor for 

his fictional world, being stripped naked before it serves 

as an astute commentary in regard to an author and his 

work (Works 9: 80). Unfortunately, the only notable 

literary critic in the novel is Hank himself, giving 

Twain a paucity of targets, but still he manages to take 

a jab at critics with Hank's baseball experiment, in 



which umpires who make bad calls get broken in two with 

baseball bats (Works 9: 449). 
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Twain also uses A Connecticut Yankee to continue his 

lifelong feud with the Church, an institution which he 

saw as the usurper of certain rights and privileges he 

believed to be the sole property of the fiction-maker 

(Anderson, K., 21 ). Partly a denunciation of his own 

Calvinistic background, A Connnecticut Yankee argues that 

superstition and not fiction is evil, and with its early 

monopoly on literacy, Twain believed that the Church had 

infringed upon a basic right of the author to determine 

what is and what was, what might be and what might have 

been. It is a small wonder indeed that the Church ex

pressly forbids Hank's selling life insurance. 

Twain wrote most of A Connecticut Yankee under the 

assumption that it would be his last work of fiction, and 

in the beginning he had no intention of publishing it. 

Thus, free from the anxiety of reader and critical scru

tiny, he approached the work unfettered by the traditional 

constraints imposed upon the "serious" literary artist, 

and the temptation of spending the next thirty years in 

writing a fantasy of omnipotence had its appeal. Also, 

the impetus to give free reign to his imagination came in 

part from a career-long insecurity in his own·talent, and 

after spending eight long and often frustrating years on 
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Huckleberry Finn, he saw the composition of A Connecticut 

Yankee, published or not, as a form of artistic therapy 

which would settle the question once and for all that he 

was a truly brilliant and creative literary artist 

(Holmes 467). 

A principal aim of A Connecticut Yankee is the ex

ploration of the power of the writer and the reader, but 

Twain never quite resolved what he saw to be the reader's 

role in the cocreation of a fiction. He was acutely 

aware that the reader brings to the text powers approach

ing his own, and he also understood that without a reader 

he did not exist as an author. Still, A Connecticut 

Yankee shows him to be unwilling to relinquish the larger 

part of control over the reception of his fiction, and in 

the end he opts to subordinate the unusually generous (for 

the time) role of the reader to the role of the author. 

The foregrounding and flaunting of authorial power, then, 

is central, and while Hank the author has seemingly end

less powers of creation, Twain never allows him to take 

over the novel, a point made with great emphasis in 

Hank's sudden death. Furthermore, Twain's understanding 

of the Christian God along with a belief in the author as 

God proves to be a fascinating blend of philosophy and 

practice. The power of omnipotence in the reader and 

writer is the basis for the final aspect in this study. 
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The Role of the Reader 

Involvement in the fictional experience varies among 

readers and texts, and a self-conscious author explicitly 

points out to the reader his or her existence and func-

tion within the text as a reader. Self-conscious 

fictionists also stress that a fictional world is not so 

much an object of perception as it is an effect to be 

imaginatively created on a page-by-page basis out of the 

accumulation of fictional referents (Hutcheon 88). With 

the passive reader, time spent on a fiction is a waste 

for both reader and author: 

If the reader were given the whole story, and 
there were nothing left for him to do, then his 
imagination would never enter the field, the 
result would be the boredom which inevitably 
arises when everything is laid out cut and dried 
before us. A literary text must therefore be 
conceived in such a way that it will engage the 
reader's imagination in the task of working 
things out for himself, for reading is only a 
pleasure when it is active and creative. (Iser, 
Implied Reader 275). 

This conception of the active reader is by no means a 

postmodernist principle; two centuries before Iser, the-

patriarch of English self-conscious fiction consented that 

no author, who understands the just boundaries 
of decorum and good breeding, would presume to 
think all: The truest respect which you can pay 
to the reader's understanding, is to halve this 
matter amicably, and leave him something to 
imagine, in his turn, as well as yourself. 

For my own part, I am eternally paying him 
compliments of this kind, and do all that lies 
in my power to keep his imagination as busy as 
my own. (Sterne 87-88) 
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Self-conscious fictionists employ a variety of strategies 

to point out to the reader his or her existence as reader, 

including direct address, intrusive instructions on how 

the text should be read (especially in introductions and 

prefaces), and even conspicuous use of parodied background 

material (Hutcheon 28). 

Ir. a number of ways, Twain's works prefigure post

modernist rnetafictional practices, and there is evidence 

in A Connecticut Yankee to suggest that he was seriously 

experimenting with expanding the usually passive role of 

the reader; and while he never proposed equality between 

author and reader, he went to great lengths to highlight 

the reader's role in fiction. He had played with the 

idea of collusion between author and reader as early as 

"Jumping Frog," and a large part of the enjoyment of A 

Connecticut Yankee sterns from the reader's creeping sus

picion and eventual exposure of Hank Morgan as a literary 

fraud along with Hank's victimization .of the ever-gullible 

"Twain." In A Connecticut Yi-inkee, Twain drew up thrGc 

main strategies to highlight the reader's role. 

The first strategy, later abandoned, seems to have 

been an attempt to make the actual reading time of the 

novel correspond to "Twain"'s single-night reading. By 

simply reading the novel simultaneously with "Twain," the 

reader's presence is emphasized, but a series of marginal 

notes indicates that for a orief time, Twain entertained a 
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concept closely related to durational realism. At the 

beginning of chapter three in the manuscript, he wrote 

"35 m to here. That is, 8.05 p.m." (Works 9: 631). This 

is followed by a series of notations at the beginning of 

chapter four: "55 M last night."; "50 m to here"; and 

"That is, 8.20 p.m." (Works 9: 632). At chapter five, he 

wrote "Here?"; "To here 23 m."; "Yes, if it is only 8.20. 

If later, no."; "65 m last night, too."; and "65 m. 

8.35. " (Works 9·. 633). p· 11 t h t · h 1na y, a c ap er s1x, e con-

eluded these cryptic notations: "40?"; "To here 45 m"· , 

"HERE?"; "yes, if it is only [unrecovered word]"; "1 h. 

25 m"; "1 & 30--last night."; and "[Mem--how long is it 

total?)." (Works 9: 633). These notations could possibly 

be a log of time spent writing, but more likely they mark 

how long it would take "Twain" to read the manuscript. 

Anyway, these end at chapter six, suggesting that at this 

point Twain realized that there was no chance the manu-

script could be read in a single evening. In fact, when 

he gave it to Edmund Stedman for advice and evaluation, 

Stedman told him, 

Yes, I read your "Connecticut Yankee at King 
Arthur's Court", last week--i.e. as soon as the 
package came to me--and I didn't need any stim
ulous, either. Fact is, I went through it in 
two evenings, with great wonderment and satis
faction. . • . (Works 9: 519) 

A second strategy of emphasizing the role of the 

reader involves the great number of audiences within the 
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text, especially participatory audiences. The most 

active of these is Hank himself, who reveals a capacity 

for literary criticism, if not fiction-making. The bulk 

of his critical theory can be found in his reactions to 

Sandy's tale in chapter fifteen. His chief complaint is 

that she is "a shade too archaic" and that her archaics 

are 

"a little too simple; the vocabulary is too 
limited, and so, by consequence, descriptions 
suffer in the matter of variety; they run too 
much to level Saharas of fact, and not enough 
to picturesque detail; this throws about them 
a certain air of the monotonous; in fact the 
fights are all alike: a couple of people come 
together with great random--random is a good 
word, and so is exegesis, for that matter, and 
so is holocaust, and defalcation, and usufruct, 
and a hundred others, but land! a body ought to 
discriminate ... and as a picture, of living, 
raging, roaring battle, sho! why, it's pale and 
noiseless--just ghosts scuffling in a fog ... 
What would this barren vocabulary get out of the 
mightiest spectacle?--the burning of Rome in 
Nero's time, for instance. Why, it would merely 
say, 'Town burned down, no insurance; boy brast 
a window, fireman brake his neck!' Why, that 
ain't a picture!" (Works 9: 176-77). 

Later, he reveals a familiarity with the epic tradition, 

admonishing, 

"This is not good form, Alisande. Sir Mar
haus talks like all the rest; you ought to give 
him a brogue, or at least a characteristic 
expletive; by this means one would recognize 
him as soon as he spoke, without his even being 
named. It is a common device with the great 
authors. You should make him say, 'In this 
country, be jabers, came never knight since it 
was christened, but he found strange adventures, 
be jabers.' You see how much better that 
sounds." (Works 9: 179) 
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Hank's critcal theory seems greatly affected by his 

Yankee background, as thrift and economy in presentation 

are the rule with him. He sees himself as "a verbal 

efficiency expert [who] constantly sees Sandy's narrative 

fluidity as waste. From the start, Hank is less 

interested in Sandy's story than in the way she tells it" 

(Douglas 188). Sandy suffers from the same narrative 

impasses that dogged Twain during the early composition 

of "Jumping Frog"; she relates but does not shape, so 

there are too many "level Saharas of fact" in her story 

for it to be interesting. 

Finally, a third strategy that Twain uses to point 

out the reader's role involves highlighting the fact that 

the reader has some control over the life and death of 

Hank Morgan. Hank cannot die until the end of the novel, 

and when the reader reaches that point, he realizes that 

Hank's life has been shortened or prolonged depending upon 

the pace with which he has read the novel. If the reader 

has truly become a coshaper of the fiction, Hank's death 

lends an unusual measure of poignancy to the novel: The 

reader wants to finish A Connecticut Yankee but cannot 

do so without sacrificing Hank, a steep toll for reenter

ing the "real" world. In allowing the reader to determine 

the time of Hank's death through reading pace, Twain 

allows someone else to play God, but it is a rare in

stance. 
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Nevertheless, while there is a great deal of 

emphasis on the reader, Twain opts to subordinate the 

reader's role to the author's role for the simple reason 

that the novel was conceived as a celebration of autho

rial omnipotence. It could even be argued that there is 

a thread of hostility toward the reader, which might 

account for Twain's use of the slow-witted "Twain" as 

the reader within the text. 

The Power of the Author 

The author draws upon the depths of his creative 

imagination to populate his world with any number and type 

of characters, and through the creation of character, 

Twain advances his understanding of authorial omnipotence 

most powerfully. A large part of his work reveals a be

lief of humankind as being poorly constructed organisms 

whose chief impediment to happiness and achievement was 

the groundless and hypocritical Moral Sense. Thus, a 

desire to create a (or recreate the) world wherein men 

and women could live without the blinders of Moral Sense 

greatly appealed to Twain. Still, even in this respect 

Twain avoids blatant intrusion, allowing Hank the author 

to play God more visibly, and in A Connecticut Yankee, 

the central motif in the creation of character functions 

along the lines of the authority/subordinate relationship, 

which reflects the author's relationship with his 
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characters. For this reason, A Connecticut Yankee is 

replete with masters and slaves, kings and subjects. The 

two most important manifestations of this motif are the 

relationships between employer and employee and between 

God and his creations. 

Hank Morgan is an author and a factory superintend

ent, and his characters resemble the dehumanized factory 

drudges of the late nineteenth century. As a product of 

the industrialism of his age, Hank creates his characters 

through mass production, which would explain his inability 

to create a fully rounded and unique character. He 

likens, perhaps unconsciously, his relationship with his 

characters to his relationship with his employees at the 

Hartford arms factory, a place where he "had a couple 

thousand men" under him (Works 9: 50). It seems likely 

that the name "Hank 'the Boss' Morgan" is a pseudonym, 

and if so, it is quite appropriate. As the boss of his 

characters, he is at liberty to hire them (even from other 

literary works), fire them, and exploit them, according to 

his whims. The name "Morgan" inevitable brings to mind 

J. P. Morgan, who certainly had thousands of exploited men 

under him. There is also the good possibility that the 

name "Hank Morgan" relates to a famous pirate of the same 

name. On the other hand, "Hank," as a diminutive of 

"Henry," bespeaks the king/subject motif, since the name 

is common among English kings. 
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As I have already mentioned, Hank plays the role of 

technological savior in the Arthurian world, and it is 

through his status as a God figure in relation to his 

characters that Twain advances most effectively the au-

thority/subordinate motif. After all, Hank creates a 

perfect world, performs miracles, sees his world spoiled 

by disobedient creations, presides over a final apoca-

lyptic battle, dies, is entombed, and is resurrected 

thirteen centuries later. A study of the emendations 

Twain made while working with his typescript reveals a 

number of changes in Hank's language and gestures, changes 

which make him into an Old Testanent God of doom and 

despair. The episode which contains the most interesting 

of these changes is Hank's miracle of the eclipse. (See 

Table 1 .) One other notable emendation is found in 

Clarence's postscript, in which he relates how Hank had 

been stabbed (in the side?) and then put to sleep by 

Merlin. The final paragraph in the manuscript was 

already suggestive of the entombment of Christ, but 

with an added sentence (indicated in brackets, below), 

Twain made the tone of Clarence's description even more 

biblical: 

The boss has never stirred--sleeps like a 
stone. [If he does not wake to-day, we shall 
understand what kind of a sleep it is, and his 
body will then be borne to a place in one of 
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Table 1: A sampling of the changes Twain made to 
reinforce Hank Morgan's identity as a God 
figure. 

Manuscript 
Version 

"I want you to get 
word to the king 
that I am a magician 
myself--and the boss 
of the tribe at 

that •• 
9: 662) 

" (Works 

"Now then, I will 
tell you what to 
say. Go back and 
tell the king that 
at that hour I will 

smother the whole 
world in the dead 
blackness of mid
night; I will blot 
out the sun. " 

(Works 9: 662) 

I followed their 
eyes; as sure as 
guns, there was the 
eclipse beginning! 
(Works 9: 663) 

Published 
Version 

"I want you to get word to 
the king that I am a magi
cian myself--and the 
Supreme Grand Hugh-yu
Mucka-Muck at that .... " 

(Works 9: 85) 

"Now then, I will tell 
you what to say." I 
paused, and stood over 
that cowering lad a whole 
minute in awful silence; 

then in a voice deep, 
measured, charged with 
doom, I began, and rose 
by dramatically graded 
stages to my colossal 

climax, which I delivered 
in as sublime and noble a 
way as ever I did such a 
thing in my life: "Go 
back and tell the king 

that at that hour I will 
smother the whole world in 
the dead blackness of mid
night; I will blot out the 
sun .... " (Works 9: 87-
88) 

I followed their eyes; as 
sure as guns, there was my 
eclipse beginning! (Works 
9: 93) 



Table 1: continued. 

Manuscript 
Version 

" • you shall 
appoint me your min
ister and executive. 

" (Works 9: 
663) 

"The king, by his 
silence, still stands 
to the terms. There
fore, let the 
enchantment dissolve 

and pass harmlessly 
away!" (Works 9: 
663) 

Published 
Version 
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" . . you shall appoint 
me your perpetual minister 
and executive .... " 
(Works 9: 95) 

"The king, by his si
lence, still stands to the 
terms." Then I lifted up 
my hands--stood just so a 
moment--then I said, with 

the most awful solemnity: 
"Let the enchantment pass 
away!" (Works 9: 96) ) )) 



the remote recesses of the cave where none 
will ever find it to desecrate it.] As 
for the rest of us--well, it is agreed that 
if any one of us ever escapes alive from 
this place, he will write the fact here, 
and loyally hide this manuscript with the 
Boss, our dear good chief, whose property 
it is, be he alive or dead. (Works 9: 825) 

So, if Hank derives Godlike power from authorship, 
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his early boast of unlimited powers of creation has real 

legitimacy: 

Why, I could make anything a body wanted-
anything in the world, it didn't make any 
difference what; and if there wasn't any 
quick new-fangled way to make a thing, I 
could invent one--and do it as easy as rolling 
off a log. (Works 9: 50) 

He has no problem with character creation, at least 

insofar as quantity is concerned, but even God needed 

material--clay--to make his Adam; and in the manu-

script when Hank learns that all of England is 

marching against him, he laments, "Imagine such human 

clay as this; conceive of the folly!" Working with the 

typescript, Twain changed "clay" to "muck," and the 

change is a significant one in that it reinforces the 

book-long theme of the damned human race as arising 

from muck, not the comparatively noble clay (Works 

9: 683). At the "Man-Factory," Hank plans "to turn 

groping and grubbing automata into~," to transmute 

muck into character (Works 9: 203). 
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A major component of this "muck and man" theme is 

the systematic dehumanization and deindividualization of 

characters, with Twain's intention being to highlight a 

poor author's lack of artistic refinement. Seldom does 

Hank perceive people except as barely molded muck, as 

drops of water in a bucket. Throughout the novel, people 

are weighed, their dimensions as a body measured, but 

Hank never counts them individually. At the time of the 

early miracles, they are simply "the multitudes," and 

midway through the novel, their deindividualization 

begins to be emphasized in the most negative of ways, 

with their becoming amorphous blobs of life. As Merlin 

works his feckless enchantments, Hank notes that "now 

arrived the abbot and several hundred monks and nuns, and 

behind them a multitude of pilgrims and a couple of acres 

of foundlings ... " (Works 9: 263). Later, he wants to 

make sure that his miracle "would be visible to the two 

hundred and fifty acres of people that I was intending 

should be present ... " (Works 9: 265). Just before 

the miracle commences, "that Atlantic of people" massed 

on the bank 

broke and poured over the line like a vast 
black wave, and for as much as a half hour it 
continued to flow, and then it solidified 
itself, and you could have walked upon a pave
ment of human heads to--well, miles. (Works 
9: 266-67) 
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Twain's most emphatic expression of the muck people 

theme is seen in the Battle of the Sand-Belt, that focal 

point of virtually every self-conscious practice in the 

novel. At dawn of the first day of the battle, the sentry 

reports "a moving black mass under the horizon" (Works 9: 

476), and soon after, Hank and Clarence make out "a 

prodigious host moving slowly toward us, with the steady 

drift and aligned front of a wave of the sea . . . no 

telling how many acres deep were the horsemen (Works 9: 

476). Once the muck-based machines begin dying on the 

electric fences, Hank declares that "a black mass was 

piling itself up beyond the second fence. That swelling 

bulk was dead men! Our camp was enclosed with a solid 

wall of the dead • " (Works 9: 485). A high (or low) 

point of dark humor resides in Hank's estimation of the 

dynamited casualties, deleted because of its grim content. 

The repetition of words such as "mass" and "slush" rein-

force the muck theme: 

Several methods were tried, with a view to 
getting at the solid contents of the mass. By 
triangulation, very good approximate measure
ments were secured; then, by taking the mean 
distance of the sun from the nearest fixed star, 
and computing the difference between the merid
ian of London and the number of people engaged 
in the fight--however, never mind those details; 
they wouldn't inform anybody but scientists. It 
is sufficient to say that after they got the 
mass measured, they weighed the earth, by the 
ordinary processes known to astronomers, then 
they subtracted the estimated weight of this 
mess or mass of protoplasm from the sum of the 
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earth's weight. After that, the rest was easy. 
By determining the proportions of a cubic foot 
of this slush--so much horse, so much man, so 
much dry-goods, so much iron--and then adding 
up all of the man by itself and charging up the 
rest to profit and loss and debt or to sun
dries, it was demonstrated that we had killed 
1,069,362 pounds. 

This was correct--that is to say, it was 
within a basketful, one way or the other--and 
I made out my report accordingly .. 

The gross weight of the remaining four
fifths was estimated at 4,277,448 pounds. 
(Works 9: 684) 

A few lines later, in another deleted passage, Hank puts 

the total casualty figure at "some trifle over 4,000,000 

pounds of meat" (Works 9: 684). He never makes any 

attempt to actually count the dead, for the knights 

simply revert to being the muck from which they were 

formed, as Hank himself states: 

As to destruction of life, it was amazing. 
Moreover, it was beyond estimate. Of course 
we could not count the dead, because they did 
not exist as individuals, but merely as homo
geneous protoplasm, with alloys of iron and 
buttons. (Works 9: 478) 

Regardless of the material from which these charac-

ters are made, they exist, and under Hank's sloppy 

superintendency, they assume too much of a life of their 

own; Clarence, for example, even manages to steal Hank's 

narrative and finish it. Twain allows Hank to create, 

like Faulkner, a geographically paraexistent world, and 

Hank even declares it an autonomous republic (Works 9: 

469). But his characters ultimately instigate a revo-

lution, for like Adam and Eve, creations can be 
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disobedient. Upon the news that the "king" has died, Hank 

declares himself free (of Twain?) and sets himself up as 

absolute dictator. However, he fails in the end to stave 

off the Arthurians' coup, as his own characters hurl him 

out of the world he has created. 

Hank's departure from the Arthurian world is marked 

by the extermination of England's knights at the Battle 

of the Sand-Belt. From the beginning, critics have sought 

to justify the inclusion of this seemingly purposeless 

depiction of graphic carnage. Some have attributed its 

presence to the latent influence of Twain's frustration 

with the Paige typesetter, others to frontier hyperbole, 

and still others to Twain's career-long inability to 

provide closure to his long works of fiction. Admittedly, 

the annihilation seems incongruous in a novel which empha

sizes the wonder of creation, but it would be erroneous 

to assume, as it often has been, that the author used 

the episode as a means of extricating himself from an 

out-of-control narrative (Cox, "Machinery" 102). After 

all, Twain had conceived of a great battle long before he 

actually began the writing of the novel. The rationale 

for the inclusion of the Battle of the Sand-Belt, espe

cially as the novel's climax, can be found in some 

alterations Twain made in his manuscript: He persisted 

in raising the number of knights fighting against Hank, 

from ten thousand to twelve thousand to fifteen thousand 



and finally to thirty thousand (Works 9: 819). One 

wonders why it was so important that the body count be 

so high. I would argue that the .massacre of the Battle 

of the Sand-Belt advances two themes associated with 

authorial omnipotence. 
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First, as a self-conscious writer, Twain was pre

disposed to employ devices which would emphasize the 

fictionality of the work, and when a novel with a light 

and innocuous beginning suddenly turns into bloody hor

rorama, the sheer gruesomeness of the episode jolts the 

reader into acknowledging that the book is only a book 

and nothing more. Furthermore, the carnage makes Hank's 

omnipotency all the more conspicuous, for with the stroke 

of a pen Hank the author kills--really kills, in that 

world--a great number of people. And acting on a caprice, 

he could just as easily have killed 250,000 knights, or 

2,500,000, and so on. 

Second, Twain wants to emphasize that since Hank's 

Arthurian world is thoroughly autonomous and detached 

from the world of the author and the reader, Hank the 

author has every right to play God in it; yet playing God 

in A Connecticut Yankee means playing the only God that 

Hank and Twain have ever known--a bloodthirsy and merci

less villain who creates only to destroy, who makes life 

as miserable as possible for his earthly children. Prac

tice and philosophy, then, unite in a work which praises 
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the power of creation in fiction and denounces the 

Christian conception of God. The Satan of The Mysterious 

Stranger is Hank Morgan's twin brother, and their rela-

tionships with the races of people they create correspond 

to Twain's perception of the relationship of God with 

man: 

The best minds will tell you that when a man 
has begotten a child he is morally bound to 
tenderly care for it, protect it from hurt, 
shield it from disease, clothe it, feed it, 
bear with its waywardness, lay no hand upon it 
save in kindness and for its own good, and never 
in any case inflict upon it a wanton cruelty. 
God's treatment of his earthly children, every 
day and every night, is just the opposite of all 
that, yet those best minds warmly justify these 
crimes, condone them, excuse them, and indig
nantly refuse to regard them as crimes at all, 
when he commits them. ("Letters from the Earth" 
24-25-) 

In The Mysterious Stranger, Satan performs two feats of 

creation and destruction for Theodor and his friends that 

echo the Battle of the Sand-Belt. In the first, he 

creates, like the apocryphal Jesus, a miniature race of 

people, but when they begin to annoy him their extermi-

nation is immediate: 

[Satan] reached out and took the heavy board 
seat out of our swing and brought it down and 
mashed all those people into the earth just as 
if they had been flies, and went on talking 
just the same. ( 643) 

A few pages later, Satan creates a small castle and fills 

it with people, only to allow it to burn and be swallowed 

up in an earthquake. The boys are horrified: 
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Our hearts were 
crying. 

broken; we could not keep from 

"Don't cry," 
value." 

Satan said; "they were of no 

"But 
"Oh 

' more." 

they are gone to hell!" 
it is no matter; we can make plenty 
(646) 

The loss of a small race of people, or 25,000 knights, is 

of little importance; there is always enough muck to make 

plenty more. 

Finally, in A Connecticut Yankee, Twain resolves the 

question that he considered unresolvable in the preface--

whether there is such a thing as the divine right of 

kings. His answer lies in the book-long pun on the words 

"Arthur" and "author"; that is, Hank Morgan is merely the 

Connecticut Yankee in the court of Mark Twain--the king 

author. To be sure, Hank revels in an orgy of creation, 

but all that he does is sanctioned by a higher power, a 

point Twain makes with great emphasis when he, like Satan, 

snuffs out Hank in midsentence and on the verge of his 

last effect. No other ending, therefore, could be more 

appropriate for A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's 

Court, Mark Twain's great fantasy of omnipotence. 



CHAPTER XIV 

CONCLUSION 

After A Connecticut Yankee, Twain wrote fiction for 

another two decades, and the works of this period exhibit 

a continued, though restrained, use of self-conscious 

fictional practices. The most plausible explanation for 

this trailing off would be that Twain never again had the 

liberty to write novels without the necessity of publi

cation. Financial difficulties precluded further 

indulgences and authorial caprices in his fiction for the 

simple reason that their presence might have diminished 

a work's selling power. 

The main contention of this thesis has been that 

Twain wrote A Connecticut Yankee to be the culmination, 

the focal point, of every self-conscious practice he had 

ever utilized, along with a host of new ideas and experi

mentations. Thereafter, no single work could claim a 

higher level of synthesis. The post-Yankee works, for the 

most part, operate at a Huckleberry Finn level of self

consciousness, meaning that incidents of metafiction 

are isolated, sporadic, and not the basis upon which 

whole novels are constructed. In Pudd'nhead Wilson, for 

instance, Twain makes great use of disguise, role-playing, 

and doubles, but little else. In The Man That Corrupted 

Hadleyburg, perhaps his best and most focussed later work, 
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the primeval Twainian metafictional aspect of chicanery 

reaches fruition, as the scale of corruption includes a 

whole town. The Mysterious Stranger suggests a drift 

back toward more elaborate and sustained self-conscious 

practices, but the question of who "wrote" the fantastic 

ending, Twain or Albert Paine, makes a conclusive eval

uation difficult. Whatever the reason might be, Twain 

abandoned the more complex metafictional practices after 

A Connecticut Yankee and used the simpler ones more 

sparingly. 

There is a tendency to divide Twain's career into 

three distinct periods. The first of these consists of 

his frontier journalism years, beginning in Hannibal and 

concluding with his work in Nevada and California. The 

second period begins with "Jim Smiley and His Jumping 

Frog," surely his first real piece of fiction, and in

cludes his major works: The Innocents Abroad, Tom Sawyer, 

Huckleberry Finn, and A Connecticut Yankee. The third 

period consists of those writings usually referred to as 

"the later works," a body of strange and unorthodox works 

that seem to have begun in 1893 or '94, the low point in 

Twain's life. 

Though not explicitly stated, it has been one aim of 

this study to propose a redrawing of the line between the 

latter two periods, for if we approach A Connecticut 
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Yankee as a true work of self-conscious fiction, its 

status as a transitional work becomes apparent. The 

boundary line, then, might be drawn through A Connecticut 

Yankee, not after it. Perhaps the work may best be seen 

as the sole entry in a transitional period, for what can 

be made of a novel which, on one hand, offers a tale of 

time travel and knights on bicycles, and on the other, an 

attention to realistic detail so intense that the author 

insisted upon changing the main course of Dawley's feast 

from turkey to goose upon being informed that turkeys did 

not exist in sixth-century England (Works 9: 653)? This 

attention to insignificant detail juxtaposed with the 

impossible along with an abrupt and unaccounted-for plunge 

into the fantastic belongs more in the works of Kafka 

than, say, in Howells. Furthermore, the shameless con

struction of A Connecticut Yankee out of old texts is 

more of a characteristic of the early English modernists 

than early American realists; and the novel's often hu

morous ruminations on the inadequacy of language points 

more toward Nabokov than any nineteenth-century American 

writer. 

Even among ~wain's greatest admirers and apologists 

there has been an inclination to project onto him the 

sentimentality and philistinism of "Mark Twain." This is 

unfortunate, as it obscures his status as America's pre

eminent literary artist. In addition, this type of 
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critical myopia makes it more difficult to assign A 

Connecticut Yankee its proper place in the American lite

rary canon. After all, if it is more than coincidental 

that during the incipient stage in the development of a 

nation's literary identity a work is produced which cele

brates the art of its composition, where better to find 

the American counterpart to Don Quixote, Tristram Shandy, 

and Jacques the Fatalist than in the works of the patri

arch of American fiction? 

For all practical purposes, a fiction may be a lie, 

but Twain would argue that the power and pleasure of a 

superior lie makes for a superior experience. In a speech 

before a group of youngsters in 1882, he explained, "The 

history of our race, and each individual's experience, are 

sown thick with evidence that a truth is not hard to kill 

and that a lie told well is immortal''; and to this prom

ising generation of liars, he offered a humble confession 

of misspent youth: "Begin your practice of this gracious 

and beautiful art early--begin now. If I had begun 

earlier, I could have learned how" ("Advice to Youth" 

1 0 5) • 
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