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Abstract: This dissertation examines Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation
from the years 1865 to 1882, as he transformed from the regional “wild humorist of the
Pacific Slope” to a national and international celebrity who William Dean Howells called
“the most popular humorist who ever lived.” This dissertation considers “Mark Twain”
not as the name of a literary author, but as a fictional creation who was narrator and
implied author of both fictional and non-fiction texts, a performer who played his role on
lecture platforms and other public venues, and a celebrity whose fame spread from the
American west through America and the world.
The key question of this dissertation is the historical position of the “humorist,” a
hierarchical cultural category that included high culture literary figures, such as James
Russell Lowell and Bret Harte; literary comedians, such as Artemus Ward and Petroleum
Vesuvius Nasby; and clowns and minstrels, who were placed at the bottom of the
hierarchy. I argue that Mark Twain muddied the hierarchical distinctions between classappropriate leisure and burgeoning forms of mass entertainment, between uplifting
viii

humor and debased laughter, and between the canonical literature of high culture and the
passing whim of the merely popular.
Through the success of The Innocents Abroad (1869) and the promotion of
William Dean Howells, Mark Twain was elevated into critical discussions of literary
value, and in the 1870s he entered into venues of higher prestige: so-called “quality”
magazines such as the Galaxy and the Atlantic Monthly, lecture stages on the lyceum
circuit and in England, and the personal realm of friendship with other authors. While
Twain was accepted into some literary cultures, other critics attempted to consign him to
literary oblivion, or simply ignored him, while Twain himself betrayed keen anxiety
about his role as “stripèd humorist” in respectable literary realms. This dissertation thus
focuses on written works, critical interpretations, and performative instances in which
“Mark Twain,” as both agent and subject, brought debates over “American Humor,”
“American Literature,” and “American Culture” to the fore.
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Introduction—“The Most Popular Humorist Who Ever Lived”:
Mark Twain and the Transformation of American Culture

However, let it go. It is the will of God that we must have critics, and missionaries,
and Congressmen, and humorists, and we must bear the burden. Meantime, I seem to
have been drifting into criticism myself. But that is nothing. At the worst, criticism
is nothing more than a crime, and I am not unused to that.
-!-Mark Twain's Autobiography1
“Mark Twain” was born on February 3, 1863 in Carson City, Nevada.2 Some may
think he was born earlier, in Missouri somewhere, the year of Haley’s Comet. That is
correct, to some degree. He was not born on that February day, so much as made. Samuel
Langhorne Clemens was born in Florida, Missouri in 1835, the year of Haley’s Comet, and
he was raised in Hannibal, Missouri, before engaging in a series of careers—itinerant
typesetter, Mississippi River Boat pilot, Confederate irregular of two weeks service, silver
miner, and newspaper reporter. This last job is where Samuel Langhorne Clemens gave birth
to “Mark Twain,” his third pseudonym, after discarding “Josh” and “Thomas Jefferson
Snodgrass.” Samuel Langhorne Clemens, as a man who lived from 1835 to 1910, is a
biographical subject, including of course the forty plus years he spent identified with his
invented pseudonym. But Samuel Clemens could not, and did not, control or determine all
the meanings of “Mark Twain.” Viewing Mark Twain as a humorous character that was
carefully constructed and widely circulated imagines a subject that does not untangle into an
orderly image so much as unfold into a more complex and intriguing picture of the humorist
and his times.

1

Mark Twain, Autobiography of Mark Twain. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010.), 340.
Mark Twain, “Letter from Carson City,” Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, February 3, 1863. Quoted
in The Works of Mark Twain; Early Tales & Sketches, Vol. 1 1851-1864, (Univ. of California Press, 1979),
pp. 194-98.
2

1

This dissertation explores the public reactions to Mark Twain from 1865 to 1880, the
years during which he developed from Western journalist into the most popular American
humorist of his day. During these years, Mark Twain came onto the national stage as part of
a class of professional humorists who circulated widely through newspapers, magazines,
books, and the lecture platform and whose mass popularity placed them in an uncomfortable
middle position between the low humor of minstrels and clowns and the “quality” humor of
established literary figures. With his emergence onto a national stage, as symbolized by the
success of “Jim Smiley’s Jumping Frog” in 1865, Mark Twain became a subject of critical
attention as a member of a new school of humorists whose mass success enabled them to
pursue humor as a professional career and whose humor was seen as uniquely “American.”
The success of The Innocents Abroad (1869) elevated Twain to a new level of critical
discussion, linking him with the discussion of canonical literary humor. In the years
bookended by The Innocents Abroad and A Tramp Abroad (1880), Mark Twain’s cultural
position shifted as he was transformed from the “Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope” to “the
most popular humorist who ever lived.”3
Twain’s critics were central to this metamorphosis, as they debated and discussed
virtually all of his productions across a wide literary and popular culture landscape. I am
interested in Mark Twain as the name of a collection of ideas about a character who
circulated in both literary and popular culture, the name of an author of books and sketches,
the name of a performer who dazzled and confounded audiences with his humorous personae,

3

The first nickname was most famously advanced in “John Paul’s” introduction to Mark Twain’s first
book, The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County (1865), while the second is from William Dean
Howells’s critical evaluation of “Mark Twain” in the September 1882 Century Magazine.
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and the name of a humorist who would become the most famous humorist in America.4 I
argue that it is most productive to see “Mark Twain” as the name of a character created by
Samuel Clemens, who performed this character in written texts and on stage. The fact that
Samuel Clemens did not always clearly distinguish between himself and his character should
not keep us from seeing Mark Twain as a character to be interpreted more than a person to be
biographied. The overlaps, slippages, and confusions between Mark Twain and Samuel
Clemens add to the complexity, fascination, and pleasure of studying Mark Twain.
Mark Twain presents a subject that is both daunting and mesmerizing. Beginning
with William Dean Howells’s My Mark Twain (1910), scholars, authors, and critics have
spent innumerable pages trying to define, encapsulate, place, promote, dismiss, redefine,
condense, appraise, reconsider, evaluate, re-redefine, examine, analyze, judge, and/or come
to terms with the cultural enigma that is Mark Twain. Starting with the founding feud of
Twain scholarship, Van Wyck Brook’s The Ordeal of Mark Twain (1920) and Bernard
DeVoto’s Mark Twain’s America (1932), scholars have sought a keynote to encapsulate
Twain’s entire career, whether building on Brook’s argument that Mark Twain’s commercial
success as a humorist suppressed his talents as an artist, or developing DeVoto’s counter
argument that Mark Twain was an artist, not primarily a humorist, who was shaped by the
frontier and was one of the only important American authors of their period.5 Both critics

4

I am not interested in the psychological split between Samuel Clemens, as author, creator, and human
being and his creation Mark Twain. This split was never clear—reviewers referred both to “Mark Twain”
and “Samuel Clemens,” sometimes in the same review. John Bird is especially insightful on the rich
meanings of “Mark Twain” as a pseudonym that was both a metonym for Clemens and as a rich site of
metaphor (of both “Mark” and “Twain”). Mark Twain and Metaphor (Columbia: University of Missouri
Press, 2007), 33-40. For the different origins of the name, see Paul Fatout, “Mark Twain’s Nom de
Plume,” American Literature, 34:1 (March 1962), pp. 1-7. For a discussion of usage, see Guy Cardwell,
“Samuel Clemens’ Magical Pseudonym,” The New England Quarterly, 48:2 (January 1875), pp. 175-93.
5 Van Wyck Brooks, The Ordeal of Mark Twain. (New York: E. P. Dutton & Company, 1920), 1920.
Bernard DeVoto, Mark Twain's America. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1932), 240. See Chapter

3

begin with the assumption that Mark Twain should be viewed as an “author,” an identity
separate from and above his role as a humorist—a critical legacy that has meant focusing on
Twain’s novels, with Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) as the center of his oeuvre.6
DeVoto went so far as to argue that “So far as any simplification is trustworthy, this one may
be ventured upon: the course taken by the literary career of Mark Twain was inevitable
…nothing very much different from what actually happened could have happened.”7
In opposition to such a teleological vision of Twain, I argue that his transformation
from Western newspaper humorist to established literary author was not inevitable nor was it
entirely “literary.” In the periodical and critical world of the post-Civil War era, Mark Twain
was most often classified as a “humorist”—a cultural category that included canonical
authors and circus clowns, minstrels and poets. Twain scholarship has increasingly turned
toward Mark Twain’s complicated place in American cultural history, including increased
attention to his ideas of race, class, gender, and nation. At the same time, scholars have
demonstrated a renewed interest in the genres and modes in which Twain made a name for
himself, such as travel writing, newspaper sketches, lyceum lecturing, playwriting, and a
variety of ephemeral forms of performance (occasional speeches, newspaper letters, humor
collections, and personal relationships). This cultural turn has opened up new avenues of
study for those interested in understanding the role of Mark Twain in the culture of the
Gilded Age.

IX for DeVoto’s refutation of Brooks. The other important literary figures of this era, according to DeVoto
were William Dean Howells and Henry James, and that is all.
6 For instance, DeVoto writes: “For the future in America he is the author of ‘Roughing It,’ ‘The Gilded
Age,’ ‘Life on the Mississippi,’ ‘The Man Who Corrupted Hadleyburg,’ ‘Pudd’nhead Wilson,’ ‘The
Adventures of Tom Sawyer,’ and ‘The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn’” (240).
7 DeVoto, 206.
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Viewing the wealth of scholarship on Mark Twain, I argue that one useful approach
that has not been fully explored is taking seriously what it means that Mark Twain was
classified as a humorist, rather than as an author.8 One major thread of Twain scholarship
has been to view “Mark Twain” primarily as the author of a range of written works, with a
focus on a few novels and short stories that have been determined, in retrospect, to have a
place within the literary canon. My approach, on the other hand, is to build on scholarship
that focuses on the multiple roles that Twain played in his cultural milieu, which included
author of multiple texts, performer on multiple stages, and businessman in multiple fields. In
all of these roles, Mark Twain was largely considered to be a “humorist.” But the idea of the
“humorist” was a cultural keyword that was a contested concept during the mid-nineteenth
century as critics, authors, and the public sought to define what a humorist was and what role
humor should have in American letters and American culture.9 The popularity of vernacular
humorists, largely coming from newspaper backgrounds, challenged the distinction between
high and low humor, especially as a number of these humorists gained certain measures of
critical acceptance by American and/or British critics in the second half of the 1860s and the
1870s.

8

As a way to reorient a view of Mark Twain, it might be useful to ask what humorists of the present day
might be of a similar position. Those humorist might work in a variety of venues (stand-up, films, print,
radio, television, etc.) and may have gained various levels of cultural respectability (i.e. Steve Martin, Bill
Cosby, David Sedaris, Woody Allen, Ellen Degeneres, Garrison Keilor). Past recipients of the Mark Twain
Prize for Humor, given by the Kennedy Center, are: Tina Fey, Billy Crystal, Neil Simon, Steve Martin,
Lorne Michaels, Lily Tomlin, Bob Newhart, Whoopi Goldberg, Jonathan Winters, Carl Reiner, and
Richard Pryor.
9 The main approach to the definition of the humorist at this time had been to posit a clear distinction
between literary humor and vernacular humor and to argue that Twain was more literary than mere
vernacular humorists but distinct from previous literary models. While there is much truth in this view, it
runs the risk of flattening and stereotyping the dynamic work of all involved. See Henry Nash Smith,
“Mark Twain ‘Funniest Man in the World’” in The Mythologizing of Mark Twain, ed. Sara deSaussure
Davis and Philip D. Beidler (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1984), 56-60.
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My aim is to trace how the transformation of Mark Twain’s reputation occurred, not
as a simple unveiling of Mark Twain’s true nature as a literary artist, but as a contested
critical terrain in which the literary-cultural reputation of “Mark Twain” circulated in
multiple cultural arenas. By using the term literary-critical reputation, I mean the idea of
“Mark Twain” that was shaped by critics and by Mark Twain himself that circulated in
American (and European) literary and popular circles through newspaper articles, magazine
pieces, and books, as well as on-stage, in platform and lyceum performances and through
after-dinner speeches.10 On each of these cultural stages, Mark Twain came to public
attention as a humorist, as a historical and cultural idea applied to a wide variety of figures—
from the performances of clowns and minstrels to the quality works of elite literary authors—
with a variety of cultural value attached to each.
All moments of humor, from dirty jokes to children’s rhymes, from informal joking
to formal or ritualized comic performance, from the plays of Shakespeare to the sketches of
Mark Twain, may be interpreted using any number of humor theories, from the classic
theories of Freud, Bakhtin, or Henri Bergson, to the foundational histories of Constance
Rourke, Walter Blair, and Hamlin Hill, as well as a myriad of humor, literature, or
performance scholars. Humor Studies is a field dedicated to investigating moments culturally
defined as “humorous” in order to better understand the multiple meanings of those

10

Three dissertations on Mark Twain’s reputation and presence in contemporary periodicals were
consulted: Arthur Vogelback, “The Literary Reputation of Mark Twain in America, 1869-1885” (Ph.D.
diss., The University of Chicago, 1938), Robert Rodney, “Mark Twain in England: A Study of English
Criticism of and Attitude toward Mark Twain: 1867-1940” (Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin, 1945),
Durant Da Ponte, “American Periodical Criticism of Mark Twain, 1869-1917” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Maryland, 1953). Rodney’s work will be discussed in Chapter Four. Both Vogelback and da Ponte start
from the assumption that Mark Twain is a canonical author and his reputation suffered by “the sub-literary
position held by humor,” to quote Da Ponte (16), as well as Twain’s decision to publish by the subscription
method. While these were factors, I depart from their conclusions in historicizing the meaning of the
“humorist,” as well as in not assuming Twain’s deeper significance as a “literary artist” as a given.

6

performances, texts, figures, or artifacts people find to be “funny.” As a pragmatic approach,
in the philosophical sense of the word, I have applied theoretical and historical scholarship to
“Mark Twain” as subject; this approach is not to find a definitive Truth behind the object of
study but to explore the multiple meanings of the subject in order to make sense of the world.
My approach to Mark Twain takes cultural and literary categories—such as the humorist, the
author, laughter, pathos, American Humor, American Literature, etc.—as contested concepts,
with no inherent form to discover.11 Instead, I focus on the ways in which individuals—from
anonymous news writers to Mark Twain himself—defined the cultural field in which these
terms came to have meaning. In other words, the aim is not to go behind the scenes to meet
the real Mark Twain, but to describe the scenes in which Mark Twain as a humorous
performance came to have meaning.
In his seminal work of Twain scholarship, Mark Twain: The Development of a Writer
(1962), Henry Nash Smith framed the problem of Mark Twain’s reputation as a humorist as a
matter of the humorist’s exclusion from the high culture realm of belles lettres, largely
symbolized in this era by the literary culture of the Atlantic Monthly. In discussing Twain’s
vocation as a humorist, Smith argued that this designation left him in a vexed position: “If he
hoped to be accepted as a serious writer, he was apparently obliged to conform to the priestly
role of the man of letters. If he devoted himself to humor he must be content with the humble

11

In other terms, this approach to Mark Twain is not based on “symptomatic reading,” which has been the
dominant form of literary interpretation in English departments. Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus define
symptomatic reading as “an interpretive method that argues that the most interesting aspect of a text is what
it represses, and that, as Frederic Jameson argued, interpretation should therefore seek ‘a latent meaning
behind a manifest one.’” They instead offer a range of interpretive practices called “surface reading” that
value the material, linguistic, and affective meanings of texts. Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface
Reading: An Introduction.” Representations, 1:108 (Fall 2008), 3.
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function of providing comic relief from higher concerns.”12 Instead, I argue that Mark
Twain’s role as a humorist was not an either/or proposition between serious literature and
humorous entertainment but a both/and conflict played out in Twain’s own cultural position
and in critics’ views of him. Mark Twain’s entry into the respectable literary realm, largely
through his tentative acceptance by the Atlantic Monthly, highlighted the tension between the
irreverent humor of the frontier to the more restrained humor of New England. Hamlin Hill’s
statement is indicative:
The Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope began to edge—sideways, to be sure—into
the area of (capital L) Literature. It was his special version of the Great Unknown,
and Literature never ceased to confuse and frustrate his genius, to be a no man’s land
where he wandered, guided in part by the precepts of his neighbors and in part by the
contradictory suggestions of his own magnificent instinct.13
While there were certainly tensions between Mark Twain as a humorist and the New England
literary culture, understanding Mark Twain’s move into respectable literature is a study that
requires close attention to particular circumstances and specific locations.
For his part, Mark Twain was keenly aware of his cultural position as a humorist.
This dissertation makes use of his views—both through the public forum of his writings and
the private views of his letters—in order to complicate the public image projected by the
periodical press. But I have exercised caution, and would advise others to as well, not to take
Mark Twain at his word. Twain’s statements are better interpreted as public performances,
even if aimed at a single audience, as his pronouncements are often highly tinted by his
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unique interpretations, while sometimes containing patent falsifications. One example will
be illustrative here. Writing to the English critic Andrew Lang in 1890, Mark Twain held
that his writing had always had specific class dimensions:
I have never tried in even one single instance, to help cultivate the cultivated 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. I have
seldom deliberately tried to instruct them, but have done my best to entertain them.
…
Yes, you see, I have always catered for the Belly and the Members, but have
been served like the others—criticised from the culture-standard—to my sorrow and
pain; because, honestly, I never cared what became of the cultured classes; they could
go to the theatre and the opera, they had no use for me and the melodeon.14
While this quote is highly evocative, evidence throughout Twain’s career shows that he
aimed for the approval of the cultured classes and the belly laugh of the masses, along with
the pocketbooks of both. 15 The reading of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation over
time shows that the standards of the elite classes were far from settled, and that the subject of
Mark Twain did much to unsettle these further. This statement, like most of Twain’s
writings both public and private, must be interpreted as part of a larger reading of his literarycritical reputation.
Tracing a history of Mark Twain’s transition from Western newspaper humorist to
the most famous American humorist of his day requires the scholar to trace a range of
textual, personal, bibliographic, and performative instances across a range of literary
14

Draft of a letter to Andrew Lang, 1890. Reprinted in Frederick Anderson, Mark Twain: The Critical
Heritage (London: Routledge and K. Paul, 1971), 336.
15 Twain sought the approval of specific members of the cultured classes throughout the 1870s, especially
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the humorist in polite letters. Twain’s aim at the “members” is even more false, as he consistently cut
sexual references from his books. Justin Kaplan notes Twain’s Victorian prudishness when it came to
public works and his fascination with sexuality, especially of the French in Mr. Clemens and Mark Twain:
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locations—newspapers, magazines, lyceum stages, banquets, and books. Mark Twain’s
reputation was shaped in the print culture of newspapers and magazines and through
performances on lyceum stages and after-dinner rostrums, as well as through personal
friendships and feuds that took place outside of the public view. While the impressive sales
of Twain’s books and his sold-out lectures testify to his widespread popularity for a mass
audience, the focus of this dissertation is on the ways that critics and authors framed Twain’s
place in American literature and American culture. Such a methodological approach is
partially necessitated by the difficulty in assessing popular readership and the meanings of
Mark Twain’s mass circulation among a wide range of readers. But it is also based on the
idea that Mark Twain’s reputation was mainly shaped by the critical reception of his books,
his magazine writings, and his performances, as well as his own framing of his cultural
position through his writings, performances, and public life.
My reading of Mark Twain builds on the literary historian Richard Brodhead’s
concept of “cultures of letters” to examine the multiple ways in which “Mark Twain,” as a
cultural idea, circulated for multiple publics. In his view, reading is an “acculturated
activity,” inseparable from the production, distribution, and reception of texts. He writes:
“Writing always takes place within some completely concrete cultural situation, a situation
that surrounds it with some particular landscape of institutional structures, affiliates it with
some particular group from among the array of contemporary groupings, and installs it [in]
some group-based world of understandings, practices, and values.”16 Instead of framing
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reading as a solitary activity of isolated readers, reading can be seen as a form of leisure in
which individual actors are imagined, and imagine themselves, as part of a group activity of
reading various forms of literature. Mark Twain participated in a number of distinct but
overlapping cultures of letters in which writing, reading, and laughing took on different and
often contested cultural meanings.
“Literature” as a type of writing and reading distinguished from popular forms was
not free from the questions of commercialism that helped give meaning to leisure activities—
from dime novels to minstrelsy, from the circus to newspapers. It is crucial to examine the
relationships between producers (authors and lecturers), distributors (publishers, periodicals,
and the lyceum circuit), and consumers (readers and audiences) in which the meanings of
“Mark Twain—the humorist” circulated and took on multiple, and often conflicting,
meanings. Discussions of cultural production are in some ways theoretical and disembodied,
as the “literary” as a subject is an imagined field of thought. But discussions of literary value
also take place in material locations: in magazines and in newspapers, in the prefaces of
books and in books of criticism, and between individuals, both friends and adversaries.
Twain’s literary-critical reputation shifted in the early 1870s as he came to be
discussed in, and write for, a new culture of letters—the “quality” periodical. Designated as
such by the editors, readers, and general literary culture, the quality magazines were a key
location of cultural conversation about a range of subjects, from religion and politics to
sewers and railroads. Literature made up a large portion of these magazines, both in the
publishing of poems, serial novels, and other works and in the discussion of literary culture in
book reviews and articles. In the 1860s and 1870s, the Atlantic Monthly was the most
Introduction “The Cultural Work of American Fiction,” and Cathy Davidson, ed. Reading in America:
Literature and Social History (1987).
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influential of this group of magazines, especially in terms of American literature, while
Harper’s Monthly circulated more widely but published mostly pirated British literature.
During this time period, new quality periodicals gained in prominence by promoting their
own version of quality periodical literature, most importantly The Galaxy, Scribner’s
Monthly, The Nation, and later the Century.
While quality magazines had a smaller circulation than many newspapers and dime
periodicals, their influence was less ephemeral and exerted a central influence over
definitions of the “literary” during the Gilded Age, when academia largely ignored American
literature. In her book, Reading for Realism, Nancy Glazener argues that during the Gilded
Age, it was the quality periodicals, rather than the academy, that “had the power to confer
legitimacy on certain kinds of texts and certain ways of reading them.”17 The critics who
wrote about literature in these journals shaped the conversation about what works and authors
could be considered to be part of serious conversations on literature and culture. By focusing
on the reception of texts in their published contexts, Glazener recasts the way that scholars
understand literary cultures and the reputation of individual authors and works:
To begin instead with a sample of canonical works and to invent literary historical
categories that account best—or only—for them is to memorialize the values of
canon makers, rather than to take up the challenges of valuing works and narrating
their historical relations that are presented by any era’s range of textual productions
by an era’s range of textual productions and construction(s) of literariness.18
In other words, the goal is not to understand how Twain does or does not fit into 20th century
definitions of Gilded Age literature, but to understand how different cultures of letters fit
Twain into their definitions of literature and humor. Examining how (and if) Mark Twain
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was discussed in these magazines not only helps us understand Twain’s career better, but also
gives us a better sense of the literary cultures of letters in which he and other authors and
humorists were circulating in America and abroad.
Magazines played a central role in the critical construction of “American Literature”
and “American Humor” in the years following the Civil War, but they were not the only
venue that influenced how readers experienced critical discourse. The explosion of daily and
weekly newspapers following the Civil War increased the amount of reading material
available to individual readers, and the “exchanges” through which newspapers shared
material meant that news spread across the country, and around the world, more quickly than
was possible when printing and communication networks limited circulation.19 Mark Twain
first came to public attention through the newspaper as a reporter given to humorous reports
and then as an object of interest, used by editors and reporters to fill newspaper columns with
writings by and about the “Mark Twain,” the humorist. This dissertation will examine
newspaper coverage, but the sheer mass of papers and the sheer mass of each paper’s output,
make it impossible to recreate a critical scope for individual newspapers. As Arthur
Vogelback’s dissertation showed more than a half century ago, tracing Mark Twain’s
reputation through individual newspapers produces a bulk of conflicting images that might be
interesting for larger papers but would require monumental effort beyond the scope of this
dissertation if I were to provide a sample of all papers.20 Instead, newspaper coverage is used
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20 Arthur Vogelback, “The Literary Reputation of Mark Twain in America, 1869-1885” (Ph.D. diss., The
University of Chicago, 1938).
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as a gauge of popularity and discussion, as well as to reconstruct the discourses surrounding
individual books and incidents.
Much of critical discussion about “Mark Twain” during these years surrounded the
publication of his books—The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County (1865), The
Innocents Abroad (1869), Mark Twain’s (Burlesque) Autobiography (1871), Roughing It
(1872), The Gilded Age (1873, in addition to the dramatic version “Col. Sellers” in 1874),
Sketches. New and Old (1875), The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), Punch, Brothers,
Punch! (1878), Mark Twain’s Scrap-Book (1878), and A Tramp Abroad (1880). Newspapers
and magazines greeted the publication of each of these with critical consideration that
attempted to make sense of Mark Twain’s place in American humor and American letters.
The majority of these books were issued via subscription publishing, which peddled books
door-to-door via canvassing agents, rather than selling in bookstores. This business decision
helped Mark Twain reach a mass audience and placed his books outside of the normal
publishing venues. Subscription books were larger than trade books, often upwards of 600
pages, and contained numerous illustrations on high quality paper in order to provide value
for customers who paid more for subscription books than for trade. As part of the sales pitch
for subscription books, agents displayed a sales prospectus, or “dummy,” that contained
sample text, illustrations, and sales puffs that framed the books as products suitable for
purchase. These sales dummies are valuable evidence of how Mark Twain’s reputation was
framed for customers.21
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The literary-critical reputation of Mark Twain was widely circulated through textual
discussions in newspaper, magazines, and his books, but his literary-critical reputation was
also shaped by his successes as a platform lecturer. Beginning in 1866, Twain lectured in
towns and cities across the country, first following the itinerant model of the platform
humorist and then as part of the lyceum circuit. After the Civil War, the lyceum began
supplementing its educational purposes by including humorists as part of the effort to enliven
a lecture course (and to sell tickets).22 Mark Twain lectured on the Sandwich Islands, his
travels to Europe, and on the humorist Artemus Ward on the West Coast, in the Midwest, and
in the East on a number of tours between 1866 and 1873. The lyceum was a key literary
activity during these years and a site in which the relationship between humorist and
audience was more directly accessible than in a solely textual interchange. Twain’s
successes and failures on the stage highlight the tenuous balance he struggled to maintain
between entertainment and edification, the conflicting expectations audiences placed onto the
humorist, and the importance of Mark Twain’s physical presence as a performer in
establishing his identity as a humorist. In these years, “Mark Twain” was not only the author
of set of texts; he was the living, breathing, joking embodiment of American humor.
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marketin/soldxsub.html.
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(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1960), Mark Twain Speaking. ed. Paul Fatout (Iowa City:
University of Iowa Press, 1976), and Fred Lorch, The Trouble Begins at Eight: Mark Twain's Lecture
Tours (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1968). See also Louis Budd, “Hiding Out in Public: Mark
Twain as Speaker,” Studies in American Fiction, 13 (Autumn 1985), and Hal Holbrook “Introduction” to
Mark Twain, Speeches (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). Marlene Vallin’s Mark Twain:
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of Twain’s humor, focusing on his platform lectures and occasional speeches. Randall Knoper’s Acting
Naturally: Mark Twain in the Culture of Performance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995)
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Mark Twain is such a distinct presence in American culture that almost everyone has
an image of Mark Twain in mind. Most often, I would argue, this image is of a white-suited,
white-haired man, pictured in black-and-white and gazing at us from beneath bushy
eyebrows (See Figure 1 below). But Mark Twain did not take to wearing the white suit
regularly until 1904, and in the 1860s and 1870s, Mark Twain relished creating a spectacle
with his wild mane of red hair, a seal-skin coat with the fur out, and his unique Missouri
drawl (See Figure 2 below). The old sage “Mark Twain” thus must be put out of mind for the
remainder of this dissertation. In his place, the reader must imagine the younger Mark
Twain, whose physical presence—his dress, his bearing, his speech, and his mannerisms—
confused and delighted many, while shocking and dismaying others. Performing his humor
both on stage and in everyday interactions, Mark Twain’s physical body was a significant
aspect of his position as a humorist.

During this era, technological developments allowed

the public to see Mark Twain, first through illustrations in magazines and books and then in
photographs. In order to allow readers to picture Mark Twain, I will provide visual images of
Mark Twain as they would have been popularly available in the time period, as well as
personal images where suitable. The visual material will remind the reader how Mark Twain
was pictured at the time of his rise to national prominence.
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Figure 1. Mark Twain as he is
remembered

Figure 2. Mark Twain in 1867
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As far as possible, it is important to avoid imposing our vision of Mark Twain—itself
a complex cultural image with its own century-long history—onto the Mark Twain that
critics and readers encountered in the late 1860s and 1870s. The “Mark Twain” of the late
1860s, the early 1870s, the late 1870s, and so on was not the Mark Twain that we have come
to know in retrospect. When he sailed for the East Coast as a newly celebrated humorist and
inexperienced lecturer in 1866, he was not yet the author of The Innocent’s Abroad. When
he was reviewed and praised by William Dean Howells in the December 1869 Atlantic
Monthly, he was not yet the author of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). When he
incited uproarious laughter (as well as some disappointment) as a lecturer between 1869 and
1873, he was not yet a world famous American humorist. Even when he began publishing
novels and stories, including in the prestigious Atlantic Monthly, his position as a canonical
figure was far from established. And when he became, as Howell’s claimed in 1882, “the
most popular humorist who ever lived,” he was not yet accepted by all critics as a part of a
canon of American literature. It is good to remember that Mark Twain’s development was
not teleological; there is no straight-line from the Jumping Frog to Huck Finn or from
William Dean Howells to the American canon.
Mark Twain’s position as a humorist was the keynote of literary-critical evaluations
of his meaning in the 1860s and 1870s, and this categorization affected the ways in which he
was understood as a cultural figure through much of his career. Academic discourse has
largely confined Mark Twain to the category of literary author and in the discipline of
English. This dissertation seeks to free him from the constraints of his later critical
redefinition as an “author,” in which his development is traced from Western humorist to the
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world famous author of Huckleberry Finn as an inevitable, if somewhat “jack-leg” (to use his
own term for his writing process), progression. Instead, close attention to how Twain viewed
his cultural positioning, and the ways he was positioned by others, shows that the creation of
Mark Twain as a canonical American author was neither a smooth road nor a fait accompli.
Starting with his official biographer, Albert Bigelow Paine, scholars have held that a serious
vein has always existed in Mark Twain’s works, if the critic or reader was perceptive enough
to see it.23
My goal is to avoid hagiography in imposing my own values and definitions onto
Mark Twain—making him a star of a different drama than his own (or of a comedy of my
own making). For instance, one tendency in humor scholarship is to privilege the subversive
elements of humor over elements that might reify cultural values or that might simply be fun.
If the meaning of humor is confined to the cultural subversion of the jester or satirist, then
much of the humor of Mark Twain (and others) is written out of cultural importance. But
much of Mark Twain’s “fun” falls outside of the realm of humorous cultural critique and
must be classified as merely pleasurable or even supportive of cultural values that are
viewed, in retrospect as conservative, middle-class, Victorian, or some other sobriquet for
“old fashioned.” The danger is that scholars and readers might judge Mark Twain from our
own values, making him either better or worse than one might hope. Instead, the aim of this
dissertation is to understand the literary context of his role as humorist within the cultural
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milieu of his time—not as a hero, nor a villain, but as a key figure in understanding Gilded
Age America.
Mark Twain, as a scholarly subject, has become an industry unto himself—progenitor
of journals, conferences, and books dedicated to “Mark Twain” as the center of a scholarly
discourse that is rich and informative. But such an approach runs the risk of cutting the
consideration of Twain off from other bodies of scholarship and of creating a “Mark Twain”
separate from his time and his fellow authors, performers, and humorists, and from his
multiple audiences. Mark Twain the humorist must be examined as part of the literary
culture of William Dean Howells and Henry James and as part of the mass culture of Buffalo
Bill and P.T. Barnum.24 Literary cultures and popular cultures were not as separate as
scholarly disciplines might hold, making it useful to look at literary activities (writing and
reading, as well as publishing, performance, and reviews) as leisure activities that should be
examined as communal experiences. In this view, literature must be viewed not as solitary
activity undertaken in a cultural vacuum, but as a social activity in which an imagined
community of readers is constructed in different cultures of letters that have important class,
gender, race, and national characteristics. By integrating literary production into cultural
history, my aim is to encourage an interdisciplinary conversation between American Studies
scholars and literary scholars about the value of viewing “Literature” as a form of popular
culture.
Stemming from my training in interdisciplinary American Studies and literary
studies, I examine Mark Twain as embedded within multiple historical contexts. My
24
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interpretation builds on a number of scholars who have taken Mark Twain as a complex
subject whose meaning existed on multiple levels of American culture, starting with Louis
Budd’s Our Mark Twain: The Making of his Public Personality (1983). This work traces the
public image of Mark Twain as a self-creation and a public image that took on its own forms.
25

Budd’s focus on Samuel Clemens’s creation and adaptation of the public persona of

“Mark Twain” encourages closer attention to the cultural contexts in which various audiences
encountered Mark Twain and constructed their own versions of his meaning.26 Building on
his work, the aim of this dissertation is to pay close attention to the shifting evaluations of
Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation as shaped by Mark Twain, as well as by critics,
friends, and enemies.27
One model for examining a celebrity whose performance persona was highly mixed
with his personal story is Joy Kasson’s Buffalo Bill's West: Celebrity, Memory, and Popular
History (2000). Whereas much of the previous scholarship on Buffalo Bill had focused on
either his biography or on his role in Western history, Kasson’s book placed Cody into the
context of American cultural history. Rather than the real man behind the buckskin, Kasson

25

Louis Budd, Our Mark Twain: The Making of His Public Personality. (Philadelphia: University of
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focuses on the “cultural freight” Buffalo Bill carried as one of the main symbols of the
Gilded Age.28 Similarly, I am less interested in the man behind the performer than in the
cultural freight that Mark Twain carried as a performer and celebrity. My imagined audience
goes beyond Mark Twain scholars, and literary scholars, to those interested in the cultural
history of the Gilded Age. Mark Twain as a subject should be integrated into a scholarly
conversation on the development of mass cultural forms in the late nineteenth century, which
examines the cultural work of leisure activities, such as theater, amusement parks, Wild West
shows, the circus, vaudeville, burlesque, and early film.29 It is a scholarly irony that Mark
Twain, a man who was so closely associated with post-Civil War America (who, in fact,
provided the “Gilded Age” one of its most-enduring names), has not been more fully
integrated into the cultural history of the era.
Twain scholar Bruce Michelson has speculated in Mark Twain on the Loose that there
is probably more scholarship devoted to developing plausible theories about what Mark
Twain signified than any other writer from the past two centuries.30 The urge is toward
stabilization, he argues, or the search for “Mark Twain’s concealed organizing principles”
under a dominant theme or formulation. Michelson writes: “Delving into the affirmation, the
grand serious theme, the noble design that lurks (or ought to, as Mark Twain’s wisest readers
have usually assumed) in the depths of a text or its creator, commentary risks degrading
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whatever must be dug through.”31 The surfeit of Twain scholarship, and of Twain’s own
writings, calls into question the very processes and goals of such scholarship—eventually any
stable “Mark Twain” can be destabilized by another approach, or by Twain himself, whose
statements often contradicted any stable definition of self or character. By questioning what
he sees as “a will to contain,” Michelson provides a different stance for undertaking
scholarship on Mark Twain as an open and flexible field that more closely reflects the
complicated performance that was “Mark Twain.”32
Michelson’s approach to Mark Twain as a subject entails examining and redefining a
number of key terms and figures that may have become sedimented in scholarship: “humor”
and “literature” to start with, but “laughter,” “fun,” and “American,” as well as the locations
one might find these things, such as “subscription books,” “the Atlantic Monthly,” and “the
lyceum.” This entails, for example, seeing “Howellsian Realism” not as a single entity
defined in any one piece, but as an evolving and often contradictory set of ideas published in
specific venues in relation to specific authors, such as James Russell Lowell, Bret Harte,
Henry James, and Mark Twain. Such a keyword approach draws on Raymond William’s
analyses of “significant, binding words” in activity, interpretation, and thought.33
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One keyword exists at the center of this project: the humorist.34 In examining Mark
Twain’s literary-critical reputation, the description of Mark Twain as a “humorist” is near
constant as he was discussed and defined by magazines and newspapers, criticism and
reviews, advertisements and pictures, both in America and abroad. Mark Twain was “the
famous humorist,” “the well-known humorist,” or simply “the American humorist.” When
he was discussed in various public forums, it was most often in relation to other humorists or
to the meanings of a number of related concepts—most centrally “humor” and its seeming
opposite “the serious,” but also laughter, reverence, irreverence, merriment, “fun,” drollery,
clownishness, as well as genres such as wit, satire, raillery, joking, and burlesque.
Approaching the “humorist” as a keyword in a culture entails seeing humor as a broad and
historically contingent category of cultural production that did not have a stable or consistent
meaning in Mark Twain’s time, despite the attempts of humorists and critics to define it. The
definitions of humor, of the people who produced it, and of the audiences who consumed it
are in fact the subject of this dissertation, and they show that humor cannot be defined with
any overarching theory that holds for all cases.35
Building on scholarship that seeks to historicize humor and its various components,
this study seeks to historicize “the humorist” as a historical figure whose meanings
changed—with Mark Twain as a central actor in this change—during the mid-nineteenth

a changing and contested geographical area called “the United States of America” and selected artistic
representations of that entity that define something central about it—often, in the time of the present study,
in terms of the “character” of the American people.
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24

century in ways that are key to understanding American literature and American culture. My
examination of Mark Twain as a humorist builds on the work of historian Daniel Wickberg
who in The Senses of Humor: Self and Laughter in Modern America, argues that most
scholars of humor in America have viewed humor as a “relatively constant element of
national life from the nineteenth century forward.”36 He writes: “Much of this interpretation
of American humor is explicitly social or cultural in orientation, but it is concerned with the
content of humorous texts and schools of writing, rather than the cultural status of humor
itself. ‘’Humor’ is seen to be a given quality or feature of texts themselves, rather than
something constituted within culture.”37 He writes that only in “the mid- to late-nineteenth
century did the term ‘humorist’ come to refer to the self-conscious creator of a product called
‘humor.’ Mark Twain, in fact, was probably one of the first humorists in this sense.”38 By
taking the concept of the humorist to be an object of historical inquiry, Wickberg makes
understanding the cultural context in which humorous works are both produced and
consumed as important as understanding the content of the humor.
As he began his career as a humorist in the early 1860s, the works of Samuel
Clemens, including the character of “Mark Twain,” were largely confined to newspaper and
magazine publications in the West. The Twain scholar James Caron has argued convincingly
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for studying “Mark Twain” as a “comic performer” and “literary vehicle” who performed on
a public stage in a variety of evolving humorous styles, including comic raillery, the literary
flâneur, and the gentleman roarer.39 Using Twain’s own concept of the “unsanctified
reporter,” Caron traces Twain’s career from his role as a Western newsman to a national
author of the best-selling The Innocents Abroad and examines his influences and styles of
humor in the changing circumstances of his writing and publishing. I follow Caron’s model
in focusing on specific times, places, and circumstances of Mark Twain’s career as a
humorist, but I focus on the ways in which Mark Twain’s position as a “humorist” was
dramatized and debated on multiple public stages. If Mark Twain as a humorist performed
on multiple stages, then my focus is on the text of those performances, the manner of
performance, the audience reaction, and the critical reviews, as well as the recollections of
the performer. Shifting from Caron’s focus on Mark Twain as a Western journalist, my
dissertation begins with his move to national prominence through the success of his magazine
writing and lectures.
Mark Twain emerged as a humorist of a particular school of humorists, commonly
referred to as “literary comedians,” who critics sometimes classified as “American Humor,” a
category that imagined a distinctly national humor as found in the productions of white, male
humorists whose popularity placed them somewhere between the high humor of American
belles lettres and the low humor of the clowns. The category of “American humor” became
critical shorthand for a school of humorists who built on previous regional humor
traditions—including Yankee humor, Down East humor, and Old Southwest humor. The
humor that critics viewed as uniquely national was distinctly white and masculine. Such a
39
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view held that American character had been shaped by a frontier masculinity based on a
highly mythologized image of America as a wild and free continent that was tamed by selfreliant men.
This tradition of humor largely emerged from newspaper humor, from which
regionally based vernacular humor reached large audiences. As Walter Blair has shown,
newspapers had been employing humorous writers since the 1830s to write columns with
names such as “Nuts to Crack,” “Flashes of Fun,” and “Jottings.”40 Due to the practice of
newspaper exchanges, which allowed newspapers to mail copies to other editors for free and
to use the material freely, newspaper humorists were widely copied, making humorous
characters such as Seba Smith’s “Jack Downing” and B.P. Shillaber’s “Mrs. Partington”
household names in antebellum America. When particularly popular, newspaper humorists
found success in collections of their works into books or almanacs, such as Shillaber’s Life
and Sayings of Mrs. Partington (1854), which may have sold as many as 50,000 copies and
Miriam Berry Withcher’s Widow Bedott Papers (1855), which sold over 100,000 copies.41
Regional newspaper humorists created vibrant traditions of vernacular humor that influenced
Mark Twain, especially the Old Southwest humor of “Sut Lovingood,” the Yankee humor of
“Sam Slick, of Slickville,” the New York humor of “Q.K. Philander Doesticks, P.B,”42 and
the Down East humor of “Jack Downing of Downingville.” The career of George Horatio
Derby—who wrote under the pseudonyms “Squibob,” “Dr. Herman Ellenbogen,” “John Pea
Tarbox,” and most famously “John Phoenix”—helped establish humorous newspaper
sketches in California and helped establish “American Humor” through his collection
40
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Phoenixiana (1856).43 Each of these traditions and authors played an important role in
establishing a humorous tradition of the humorous sketch, and scholars have traced the
different influences these traditions had on Mark Twain’s writing.44 But I am not interested
here in the stylistic or literary influence of humorists on Mark Twain, but on the cultural
category of the “humorist,” which built upon certain aspects of previous models of humor but
shifted distinctly in the 1860s.
“Mark Twain” was born into this family of humorists, but the figures with whom
Mark Twain was classed when he entered onto the national stage performed a different role
than their predecessors. Newspaper humorists in the antebellum era had largely been
humorists as a second career, not as a professional identity. In the 1860s, humorists were
increasingly able to pursue humor as a full-time career that involved the performance of their
personae on multiple public stages: newspapers, books, and the lecture platform. Combining
the older tradition of newspaper and periodical sketches with the newer career of platform
lecturer, these funny men became nationally known as their humorous characters, and their
humor came to the notice of critics and authors of a literary bent, who had previously largely
ignored the realm of newspaper humor. As the Nation put it in an 1870 article on “The
‘Comic Paper’ Question”:
…the United States possesses, what no other nation does, several professed jesters—
that is, men who are not only humorists in the ordinary sense of the term, but make a
business of cracking jokes, and are recognized as persons whose duty it is to take a
jocose view of things. Artemus Ward, Josh Billings, Mark Twain, and the Rev. P.V.
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Nasby, and one or two others of less note, are a kind of personages whom no other
society has produced, and who certainly could in no other society attain equal
celebrity.45
Most importantly, critics defined these humorists as uniquely “American,” a designation that
erased regional differences at a time when sectional strife was central to the American polity,
erasing the divisions of the era by imagining the white, male humorist as the expression of
the nation’s character.
Charles Farrar Browne, who wrote and performed under the name “Artemus Ward,”
innovated the model of the professional humorist. Browne had begun his career as a writer in
1851 at the Boston weekly The Carpet-Bag, edited by B.P. Shillaber, where he published
seven stories under the name “Lt. Chubb.”46 In May 1852, Samuel Clemens published his
first known piece of writing in The Carpet-Bag. In 1858, Browne invented the character of
“Artemus Ward” while an editor of the Cleveland Plain Dealer, and the twenty Ward letters
he wrote between 1858 and 1860 found widespread success in newspaper exchanges. In
1860, Browne left Cleveland for New York and became a contributor and then editor of
Vanity Fair, one of the many humorous magazines of the period.47 Browne made a name for
“Artemus Ward” as the “genial showman,” an itinerant performer who wrote letters about his
menagerie of “snaix” and “wax figgers” and lectured on his travels. Ward based much of his
written humor on the orthographic torturing of the English language. Writing in the Virginia
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City Territorial Enterprise in November 1863, Twain wrote of Ward’s imminent visit in a
selection that contrasts the author’s styles:
We understand that Artemus Ward contemplates visiting this region to deliver his
lectures, and perhaps make some additions to his big "sho." In his last letter to us he
appeared particularly anxious to "sekure a kupple ov horned todes; alsowe, a lizard
which it may be persessed of 2 tales, or any comical snaix, and enny sich little
unconsidered trifles, as the poets say, which they do not interest the kommun mind.
…I was roominatin' on gittin' a bust of Mark Twain, but I've kwit kontemplatin' the
work. They tell me down heer to the Bay that the busts air so kommun it wood only
bee an waist of wax too git us kounterfit presentiment." We shall assist Mr. Ward in
every possible way about making his Washoe collection and have no doubt but he
will pick up many curious things during his sojourn.48
Ward’s sketches, most of which featured such chronic “cacography,” were printed in
magazines and newspaper exchanges, established his national popularity.
His sketches were collected into Artemus Ward, His Book (1863), which sold 40,000
copies almost immediately and established him financially. From 1860 to his death in 1867,
Ward lectured across the United States, in Canada, and then in England, where he
experienced his greatest success. Ward’s deadpan lecture style influenced Twain and other
comic lecturers who came after. Artemus Ward; His Travels (1865) combined sketches
based on Ward’s chronic misspellings with a section of travel writing composed in normal
prose but containing an extravagant account of his travels in the United States. The success
of “Artemus Ward” as an author in newspapers and magazines, as a comic lecturer, and as an
embodiment of his character was the key model for a group of pseudonymous humorists that
would be groups under the school of “American humor”: most frequently, “Josh Billings,”
“Orpheus C. Kerr,” “Petroleum Vesuvius Nasby,” and “Mark Twain.”
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Twain met Artemus Ward in Virginia City, Nevada in December 1863. In addition to
a Christmas Eve feast, in which the drunken humorists were almost shot by a police officer
while clambering along the town’s rooftops, the two struck up a personal and professional
relationship that provided Twain with the model and encouragement to pursue the career of
professional humorist. The author Fitz Hugh Ludlow, who was also visiting San Francisco,
wrote that “In funny literature, that Irresistible Washoe Giant, Mark Twain, takes quite a
unique position. He makes me laugh more than any Californian since poor Derby died. He
imitates nobody. He is a school by himself.”49 Artemus Ward encouraged Twain to seek his
status in the East. To his mother, Twain crowed of his connections to both authors:
Artemus Ward said that when my gorgeous talents were publicly acknowledged by
such high authority, I ought to appreciate them myself—leave sage-brush obscurity,
& journey to New York with him, as he wanted me to do. But I preferred not to burst
upon the New York public too suddenly & brilliantly, & so I concluded to remain
here.50
Mark Twain would not head east until 1867, but in the mid-1860s his reputation circulated in
eastern periodical exchanges in relation to Artemus Ward and other humorists who were
coming to be seen as a uniquely American school of humor.
Publishing in periodicals, such as the Saturday Press and the New York Tribune,
helped spread Mark Twain’s reputation nationally. He experimented with popular forms—
the tall tale of Southwestern humor, comic raillery, the hoax, the burlesque sketch, and travel
writing. As a western humorist, he was also associated with a new group of humorists, all of
whom had come to California and Nevada from elsewhere and who had established their
humorous voice writing about the picturesque life of the Pacific Coast, among them Bret
49
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Harte, Charles Warren Stoddard, Dan DeQuille, Ralph Keeling, John Paul, and Henry
Prentice Mulford. Despite his upbringing, Twain was not classified at the time as a Southern
humorist.
In mid-nineteenth century America, critics and readers increasingly arranged
humorists hierarchically based on their role in society. If Twain’s popularity had remained
confined to mass culture, and separate from the literary culture of New England, he may have
remained grouped with Artemus Ward, Petroleum Vesuvius Nasby, and Josh Billings, the
literary comedians with whom he rose to fame. Mark Twain escaped a consignment to a
dusty history of American culture and became an icon of American literature, whose works
continue to be bought, read, and discussed a century after his death. A large part of this
canonization into “American Literature” and the broader American culture took place in the
aftermath of his death in 1910, through debates within academia and through the complicated
work of public memory and memorialization.51 But the roots of Mark Twain’s public fame
and of the critical debates on his value are to be found in the 1860s and 1870s, as he rose
from a regional humorist to the nationally and internationally famous representative of
“American Humor.”
Twain’s widespread fame as a humorist made him the primary example of American
humor when critics discussed the value of humor and funny men. In the early 1870s, critics
placed this so-called “American humor” in relation to other meanings of the “humorist,”
discussing whether individual humorists might aspire to the quality literary status of James
Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes or if such humorists were more like the
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entertaining but undignified humor of clowns and minstrels, who were often invoked in
critical discussion as the bottom of a hierarchy of literature.52 In the contested terrain of
American literary culture, Mark Twain did not simply transition from clown to canon.
Critics took different positions when defining his role in American culture, and these critical
discussions illustrate key aspects of not only Mark Twain’s reputation, but about the shape
and meanings of literary culture more generally. And because the shapers of American
literary culture—authors, critics, publishers, and magazines—viewed American literary
culture as a key influence in shaping American culture as a whole, these discussions also
illustrate the ways in which “America,” as an idea created and shaped by public discussion,
was constructed in various cultures of letters.
The humorist was a category arranged on a hierarchy of values that privileged those
who produced literary humor—Washington Irving, James Russell Lowell, Oliver Wendell
Holmes, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Harriet Beecher Stowe most often, along with Dickens,
Thackeray, and other English humorists—in contrast to the “vulgar” amusements of the
circus and the minstrel show. The distinction between a “low” humor and “quality” humor
helps elucidate hierarchies of value as a key distinction when considering Mark Twain as a
humorist. In Highbrow/Lowbrow, Lawrence Levine illustrates how cultural elites were
transforming certain cultural productions from inclusion in a heterogeneous popular culture
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into high culture—a process he refers to as “hierarchilization” and “sacralization.”53 In his
central example, Levine shows how early- to mid-century audiences enjoyed performances of
Shakespeare in mixed-audience theaters, with high levels of audience interaction and added
intra-act entertainment—jugglers, singers, and farces. Over the course of the nineteenth
century, however, Shakespeare went from being viewed as entertainment to being viewed as
edification, from mass culture to high culture, and the audience (of whatever class) was
tamed and civilized by rules of decorum. This process of hierarchilization, Levine argues,
can be seen in other popular culture venues—in the move from art to museums, orchestras to
symphony halls, and from Shakespeare in diverse venues to the theater.
The sacralization of some literature and the diminishment of others to the status of
“merely popular” reflected the hierarchilization of American culture in ways that help us to
understand the cultural meanings of the humorist, the author, and the performer that people
may have had when they encountered “Mark Twain” in a newspaper, a magazine, on stage,
or in a book. The hierarchilization of culture can be seen in numerous areas of American
literary culture: in the split between respectable publishers and subscription publishers, as
well as the publishers of dime novels and story papers; in the privileging of the New England
tradition over literature based in New York City and Philadelphia, as well as other regional
traditions; and the elevation of certain genres and figures of literary history to canonical
status, including certain types of humor but not others.
In the critical realm of the Gilded Age, “Mark Twain” circulated in the mass culture
of the popular humorist and in the literary culture of the quality humorist. Both of these
categories were largely the province of white male humorists, according to critics writing in
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magazines and newspapers in America and England. In an earlier generation, writers like
Washington Irving could write as a humorist in certain works, and as a moralist, a poet, or a
novelist in other texts. In this model of a literary career, humor was viewed as a key
component of a well-developed author, but quality humorists were not “mere” humorists—
they used humor when the situation called for it as part of a moral and artistic aim. Works of
quality humor, in this view served a more serious purpose, such as the anti-war sentiment of
Lowell’s first series of The Biglow Papers or the humor of the anti-slavery books Uncle
Tom’s Cabin and the second series of The Biglow Papers. Thus, James Russell Lowell could
write as a humorist to oppose the Mexican-American War or slavery, while an iconic
member of the Fireside Poets, of scholarly and literary Cambridge society, and of Boston
literary culture as the first editor of the Atlantic Monthly. The representatives of “quality”
American humor who existed at the top of the hierarchy of humor were closely associated
with, and aspired to, English models of humor, tracing a genealogy of humor back to Chaucer
and Shakespeare and moving forward to Thackeray and Dickens.
While Irving, Lowell, and Oliver Wendell Holmes were the most cited
representatives of quality literary humor, critics also mentioned Nathaniel Hawthorne and
Harriet Beecher Stowe as “genial” humorists whose humor shaded into pathos. Harriet
Beecher Stowe is unique in this critical conversation, as she was the only female author
discussed in critical evaluations of humor and the most cited instance of humor in her work is
the dialect speech of slaves in Uncle Tom’s Cabin and her other anti-slavery novels. Writing
in 1860, the British critic Gerald Massey wrote that
It is noticeable that Mrs Stowe's richest and most affecting humour should be Negro
humour. Is this intentional—her wilier way of pleading their cause? or is it a
confession that the dark people have lighter hearts and merrier natures, in spite of
slavery, than her Yankee white friends have, with all their freedom? We consider her
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power of differenciating [sic] the Negro character, by means of the individual
humour, to be one of her most remarkable gifts as a novelist.54
As Mimosa Stephens has traced, the humor of the book was central to its critical reception in
the nineteenth century, but the characterization of the humorous black characters based on the
minstrel tradition makes them ambivalent—part Sambo, part trickster.55 The categorization
of Harriet Beecher Stowe as humorist highlights the omission of other female authors and the
marginalization of African-American traditions of humor.
In discussing American humor, critics would occasionally discuss the tradition of
African-American oral humor, most often praising it above its bastardization in black-face
minstrelsy but placing it outside of any definition of “American humor.” But critics between
1865 and 1880 did not recognize any influence of black voices on Mark Twain’s writings,
even though African-American voices were central to shaping Mark Twain’s creative
imagination and the very language of American humor, as Shelley Fisher Fishkin has
argued.56 The influence of both African-American humor and women’s humor on Mark
Twain and other humorists is a topic calling for more attention. However, in this dissertation,
I am not focusing on literary influence but on the literary-critical reputation of Mark Twain,
the ways in which he was classified at specific moments, which is a matter of historical
definitions more than scholarly argument. In the years between 1865 and 1880, critics
associated Mark Twain almost exclusively with white male authors. The histories of
African-American and women’s humor were largely elided in critical discourses of the so54
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called “American humor” and in the quality humor of literary culture. These traditions
existed in mostly separate cultures of letters with their own meanings.57
The cultural position of Marietta Holley is an example of the linkages and
disjunctures of humor traditions. Like Twain, Holley wrote in the American vernacular
tradition and was brought to widespread fame through the promotion of Elisha Bliss and the
American Publishing Company, which published her first book, My Opinions and Betsy
Bobbet's, in 1873. Writing as “Josiah Allen's Wife,” Holley published five books with the
American Publishing Company and twenty-one books overall, combining humor with
feminist concerns that made her a favorite of feminist leaders.58 Her popularity was such
that an article in 1905 in the Critic magazine wrote that “she has entertained as large an
audience, I should say, as has been entertained by the humor of Mark Twain.”59 But despite
their shared publisher and shared humor tradition, critics made no connection between Twain
and Holley, and there personal connection seems to be confined to Twain’s inclusion of one
story of Holley’s in his Library of Humor (1888).
Reviews of Mark Twain’s first two books—The Celebrated Jumping Frog of
Calaveras County (1867) and The Innocents Abroad (1869)—largely classed Twain with the
literary comedians while a few reviews raised the possibility that he was something more
than a mere popular humorist. Reviewers consistently praised Twain’s choice not to practice
cacography and argued that his ability to write quality prose, his passages of fine description
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(or “word painting”), and his abilities as a storyteller pointed to the possibility of his being, or
at least becoming, a literary artist whose works would be of lasting quality, like those of
Lowell and Holmes. In a review from late 1869, William Dean Howells entered the story of
Twain’s literary-critical reputation by praising Twain’s book in the pages of the Atlantic
Monthly, the most prestigious of American journals. Howells was not at this point known as
“The Dean of American Letters,” but, as the assistant editor of the Atlantic, he possessed an
important platform for shaping American literary tastes, especially through the magazine’s
book reviews. His praise of Mark Twain, before they had become friends, helped transform
Twain’s reputation by placing him into conversation with quality literary humorists and
marked a shift into a literary realm that would forever transform Twain’s literary standing.
William Dean Howells’s promotion of Mark Twain, both in the textual culture of the Atlantic
and in the personal realm of their budding friendship, is a key aspect of the history of
Twain’s literary reputation between 1869 and 1880.
In the late 1860s and early 1870s, many critics agreed that Bret Harte, one of the new
humorists who had emerged from the periodical world as a humorist, stood out as a genius
whose characterizations and stories belonged in quality publications. Harte existed separately
from the literary comedians. He did not perform as a pseudonymous character as the literary
comedians did, and he wrote humorous poems and short stories in which, according to the
praise of critics, humor shaded into pathos, a sure sign of quality humor Harte shared with
Lowell and other quality humorists. Moving east in 1870, Harte was welcomed into the
culture of letters of the Atlantic Monthly and rewarded with a contract to write for the
magazine for one year for a $10,000 salary. Harte’s early success as a quality humorist, and
his later decline as a writer, is a key part of the history of Mark Twain’s literary-critical

38

reputation, which was often compared with Harte’s. As a friend, editor, reviewer,
collaborator, and sometime enemy of Mark Twain’s, Bret Harte played a key role in the
cultural framing of the humorist.
The centrality of Artemus Ward, William Dean Howells, and Bret Harte in the
formation and transformation of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation highlights the
comparative nature of literary reputations. Too often, scholars frame Mark Twain as a
subject unique unto himself, not clearly a part of the era’s literary history or of the history of
humor of the time. During the 1860s and 1870s, critics discussed Mark Twain in relation to
Bret Harte and other Californian authors, in relation to literary humorists such as Josh
Billings and Petroleum V. Nasby, in relation to English humorists such as Dickens and
Thackeray, and in relation to quality humorists such as James Russell Lowell and Oliver
Wendell Holmes. As the 1870s progressed, critics discussed new humorists in relation to
Mark Twain, such as the German-dialect poet “Hans Brietman” (Charles Leland) and the
humorous essayist Charles Dudley Warner. The hierarchical definition of Mark Twain was
never settled, but the debates over his relative quality illustrate key meanings of American
humor and American literature.
While the breadth of Mark Twain’s reach during the years 1865 to 1880 was
extensive, I focus on specific contexts in which Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation was
discussed or dramatized. The goal is not only to understand Mark Twain better, but to show
how Mark Twain’s position as both a popular humorist and a literary author highlights key
transformations of American life: the relationship between increasingly commodified mass
culture forms of leisure and a literary culture concerned with promoting “Culture”; the
shifting meanings of “laughter” as a cultural expression dependent on class, region, nation,
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race, and gender; the production and circulation of American literature and its critical
meanings; and the emergence of a national (and international) culture of celebrity. In the
rapidly expanding world of commercial entertainment and the dramatically changing cultures
of American letters, public evaluations of Twain were also often discussions of the meaning
of American literature, and discussions of American literature were often discussions of the
meaning of American culture writ large. My approach focuses on in-depth case studies of
specific instances and locations in which Mark Twain appeared on the public stage as both an
actor and as the subject of audience interpretation in order to place Mark Twain within larger
literary-cultural contexts while also narrating important developments of his career.
Chapter One examines Mark Twain’s rise to regional and eventually national and
international fame through short sketches, travel letters, humorous lectures, and his first two
books. The widespread popularity of Twain’s story, “Jim Smiley and his Jumping Frog”
elevated Mark Twain into the new school of “American humor,” a class that included
Artemus Ward and other literary comedians. The critical reactions to his first book, The
Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County (1865) and to his new role as a humorous
lecturer established Mark Twain as a humorist on a national scale. The success of The
Innocents Abroad (1869), critically and commercially, made Mark Twain a central figure in
discussing the meaning of American humor, as some critics argued that Twain might be
classed with quality literary humorists. Between 1865 and 1870, Mark Twain went from a
relatively unknown figure to the most prominent of American humorists.
Chapter Two explores the impact of one key review of The Innocents Abroad. In
December 1869, the assistant editor of the Atlantic Monthly, William Dean Howells, argued
that Mark Twain was a humorist who was “quite worthy of the company of the best.”
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Howells included Mark Twain in the literary tradition of the Atlantic Monthly, not by
downplaying or diminishing Twain’s humor, but by reframing it within the traditions of the
magazine, and within his own developing ideas of realistic literature, which focused on “real”
and “humane” characters in a variety of genres: the novel, the romance, travel writing, and
humor. Reading reviews of Mark Twain’s books in the Atlantic within the context of the
magazine’s “habitus,” this chapter argues that Howells elevated Twain’s literary-critical
reputation into the realm of respectable humor and canonical literature by placing him into
conversation with James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes, as well as newer
authors like Charles Dudley Warner, Henry James, and Bret Harte.
Chapter Three examines the early 1870s as a key time period in which Mark Twain’s
work as editor, magazine columnist, and lyceum speaker made him the most prominent and
widely circulated American humorist. From 1870 to 1871, Twain printed a monthly column
in the Galaxy, a “quality” magazine, which led to a larger circulation for the humorist’s
sketches than his previous productions. Unable to fully control the meanings of his humor or
his reputation, Twain’s work showed a keen anxiety about his cultural position as a humorist,
sometimes causing him to lose his sense of humor, especially in a hoax review he wrote of
The Innocents Abroad. Quitting both magazine and newspaper editing in 1871, he undertook
a lyceum tour in which he struggled to balance humor with eloquence and information.
Reading the audience reactions to this lecture highlights the meanings of laughter in the
context of the lyceum performance, a space in which different audiences demonstrated the
contested meanings of humor. During this tour, Josiah Gilbert Holland, a highly popular
author and the influential editor of Scribner’s Magazine, attacked Twain and other “triflers”
and “dandies” as examples of a debased popular culture. The division between the popular
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and the uplifting frames how different audiences, and Mark Twain himself, understood the
cultural freight of the humorist.
Chapter Four examines Twain’s reception in England, where he was feted as a
“literary lion” on his visits in 1872 and 1873. For Mark Twain and many American critics, at
the time and since, this transatlantic acceptance was a signal of Twain’s elevation to a new
status. However, British criticism framed Mark Twain and “American Humour” differently
than American criticism. For many British critics, American letters had largely failed to
transcend European models and develop a truly national literature. In this critical view, the
humor of James Russell Lowell, Artemus Ward, Bret Harte, and Mark Twain represented the
first fruits of a new national literature that was highly valued in England because it “smacked
of the soil” as an expression of American character. Mark Twain’s books were more widely
printed and pirated in England than in America, and his lectures in 1873 helped establish him
as a literary celebrity. While Twain (and American critics) took the laughter of his English
audiences and the kindness of English literary society as a sign of his elevated reputation, the
larger discussion of Twain’s literary-critical reputation shows a much more ambivalent
picture, especially in relation to Bret Harte and Artemus Ward.
Chapter Five examines the tensions that Mark Twain experienced as an increasingly
respectable humorist who challenged the common view, best expressed by William Dean
Howells, that artistic pursuits and business concerns were ideally separate concerns. In 1873,
Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, his neighbor and fellow humorist, co-wrote The Gilded
Age, a satirical critique of the fever of speculation, expansion, and corruption endemic to the
age of Grant. This book partook in the speculative conditions it satirized, as Twain and
Warner sought publicity and solicited favorable reviews to help the book sell. Released at
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the beginning of the Panic of 1873, the novel did not sell as well as Twain had hoped,
although the substantial profits helped Twain recoup losses he suffered from his own failed
speculations. The reactions of reviewers to the novel split between those who liked the satire
of the book, even if it did not live up to the humor of either author, and those who felt the
public had been “sold” by an inferior product designed to make money on the reputation of
its authors. The following year, Twain extended the value of the book by dramatizing his
portions as the play “Colonel Sellers,” which was a tremendous success in New York and
was thought by some critics to represent the beginning of a uniquely American theater.
Chapter Six examines Mark Twain’s presence in the Atlantic Monthly as a
contributor beginning in 1874. With the publication of Sketches. New and Old (1875) and
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), critics attempted to makes sense of the possibility of a
professional humorist becoming a quality author. Twain himself reacted with a continued
anxiety about his role as a humorist, both through his Atlantic contributions and his personal
interactions with the “littery atmosphere,” as he famously called it. Twain’s tenuous
acceptance into the elite literary culture of Boston was dramatized through several
performances at after-dinner banquets in honor of the magazine and of specific contributors.
Mark Twain’s presence in the Atlantic Monthly as a contributor, and his speeches at its
banquets celebrating its version of American letters, illustrate that Mark Twain had not made
a simple transition to literary standing, but rather remained a contested figure within a
hierarchy of humor. The main focus of this chapter is on his “hideous mistake” at the
Whittier Birthday Dinner in late 1878 and the ways in which his speech resonated in
Boston’s literary culture and in newspapers across the country. The explosion of criticism
following this event has made the speech central to understanding Mark Twain’s reputation
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and how humor, celebrity, and reverence intersected as people defined American literature
and its meanings.
Finally, the conclusion examines the ways that Mark Twain’s literary-critical
reputation had shifted in the 1860s and 1870s and would continue to transform during the
1880s. After the Whittier banquet, Mark Twain spent almost two years in Europe. Returning
in 1879, Twain published A Tramp Abroad (1880), a book that returned him to the financial
success of his first two books of travel. Returning to the form that brought him public
acclaim, A Tramp Abroad capped Mark Twain’s ascension to international fame and pointed
to new directions of literary-critical reception, as critics no longer compared Twain to other
humorists but rather to his previous works. Both the literary comedians and Bret Harte had
faded in the 1870s, and no new humorist emerged to compete with Twain in either sales or
literary-critical reputation. By the beginning of the 1880s, Mark Twain was in many ways
the American humorist as he took the position of “the most popular humorist who ever
lived.”
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Chapter One—“Of a low order—i.e. humorous”:
American Humor and the Emergence of Mark Twain

In a letter to his brother, Orion, and his sister, Mollie, in October 1865, Samuel
Clemens discussed the process of choosing one’s profession. The thrust of the letter was to
convince Orion, then struggling to make a living in Carson City, Nevada, to take up a career
as a preacher and to praise a sermon Orion had sent. Clemens, for his part, offers to preach a
“sermon” to his brother. In his life, he had had only two powerful ambitions for an
occupation: a steamboat pilot and a preacher of the gospel. He continues:
I accomplished the one & failed in the other, because I could not supply myself with
the necessary stock in trade—i.e. religion. I have given it up forever. I never had a
“call” in that direction, anyhow, & my aspirations were the very ecstasy of
presumption. I have had a “call” to literarture (sic), of a low order—i.e. humorous. It
is nothing to be proud of, but it is my strongest suit, & if I were to listen to that
maxim of stern duty which says [that] to do right you must [multiply] the one or the
two or the three talents which the Almighty entrusts to your keeping, I would long
ago have ceased to meddle with things for which I was by nature unfitted & turned
my attention to seriously scribbling to excite the laughter of God’s creatures. Poor,
pitiful business!60
This “call” to humorous literature was a religious call insofar as Clemens is arguing that
one’s true profession is preordained, but he was forwarding this argument to convince Orion
to follow his call to preaching, instead of the law or any one of the myriad of occupations for
which Orion would prove himself unfit. As a call, Twain’s effort to “excite the laughter of
God’s creatures” through his scribbling is not equating humorous writing with a form of
preaching, although he would later do so. This “Mark Twain” was not a “sage” or
“philosopher” aiming his serious scribbling at the masses through a low form—he was a
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humorist who, at this moment at least, consciously placed himself near the bottom of a
hierarchy of humor.
Resigning himself to a low form of “literature,” Mark Twain acknowledged that not
all humorists were of the same class. He writes: “Though the Almighty did His part by me—
for the talent is a mighty engine when supplied with the steam of education—which I have
not got, & so its pistons & cylinders & shafts move feebly & for a holiday show & are
useless for any good purpose.” If humor is a machine-like talent given by God, the sermon
infers, then Mark Twain lacked the education to make his humor into a finely tuned machine.
Mark Twain ended his letter by adding a more specific dimension to his plaint about his
calling as a humorist as being a “poor, pitiful business!” In an addendum directed at his
sister, he writes:
You are in trouble, & in debt—so am I. I am utterly miserable—so are you. Perhaps
your religion will sustain you, will feed you—I place no dependence in mine. Our
religions are alike, though, in one respect—neither can make a man happy when he is
out of luck. If I do not get out of debt in 3 months,—pistols or poison for one—exit
me. {There’s a text for a sermon on Self-Murder—Proceed.}
To his brother, he remarked that if Orion would take up the call to preaching, he would take
up his call to humor and “strive for a fame—unworthy & evanescent though it must of
necessity be.” He writes that the attention of others to his writing had convinced him that his
call might eventually pay:
You see in me a talent for humorous writing, & urge me to cultivate it. But I always
regarded it as brotherly partiality, on your part, & attached no value to it. It is only
now, when editors of standard literary papers in the distant east give me high praise,
& who do not know me & cannot of course be blinded by the glamour of partiality,
that I really begin to believe there must be something in it.
Mark Twain stood between two possibilities: the despair of debt and the glimmer of fame.
The road forward was neither clear nor preordained, depending on one’s theology, of course.
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This chapter traces Mark Twain’s emergence into the national popular culture as a
humorist as part of a “school” of humorists that critics increasingly defined as uniquely
“American” between 1865 and 1869. “Mark Twain” first made a name for himself in
Nevada and California, but after 1865 his reputation circulated across the country through the
publication of his magazine writings in Eastern magazines and newspapers. Especially
important was the publication of “Jim Smiley and his Jumping Frog” in the prestigious
bohemian journal, the Saturday Press, in August 1865, several months before he wrote the
letter to his siblings proposing either monetary success or self-murder. The Saturday Press
was famous for paying its contributors with the promise to pay. But the circulation of the
jumping frog story, as it was reprinted from newspaper exchanges and in ephemeral humor
collections, paid Mark Twain in the praise of “standard literary papers” and the capital of an
emerging literary reputation. “The Jumping Frog,” published under a number of different
names, was not the only sketch of Twain’s that circulated widely through the American press,
but it was clearly the best known and came to be the primary symbol of his new identity as an
“American humorist,” a term that critics increasingly applied to a small group of humorists
who wrote largely for the periodical press and performed as comic lecturers.
The first section of this chapter examines Twain’s critical relation to this school of
humorists as it was increasingly defined as “American humor,” a definition that excluded
quality literary authors as well as female humorists and the humor of African-Americans. As
Mark Twain rose to national prominence, periodicals classed him with a school of humorists
defined as uniquely American in their humor, especially in the influential New York
periodical, the Round Table. This so-called “American humor” drew on a variety of regional
sources but was imagined as both national and “Western,” which was largely meant to be
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outside of sectional classifications (and conflicts) on a frontier that could mean California,
Maine, or Cleveland. Emerging just before and during the Civil War, the national humor was
embodied in a small group of white, male figures who portrayed their pseudonymous
characters not only in print but also on the stage.
While the literary comedians who emerged in the 1860s to national celebrity were
influenced by a range of humorists and traditions, the major model for the career of a
professional funny man was that of Charles Farrar Browne, who rose to prominence through
his character of “Artemus Ward” in newspapers, magazines, and on the lecture platform in
the late 1850s and early 1860s. Mark Twain had originally sent the jumping frog story to
Artemus Ward for inclusion in a collection Ward was assembling. After a visit to the
Hawaiian Islands from March to July 1866, Twain began his career as a performer with a
lecture on the “Sandwich Islands,” as he called them, in San Francisco and through western
towns. In January 1866, Twain left California for the eastern United States, where his first
book—a collection of sketches—was published and where he premiered as a lecturer at the
Cooper Union in New York City. A second section will examine the importance of Twain’s
move into lecturing, a form of literary expression that was highly popular in the post-Civil
War period and which provides a more direct impression of the transaction between humorist
and audience.
Following his New York debut, Mark Twain sailed on the Quaker City excursion to
Europe and the Middle East, a tour of some six months that was a media event as the first
organized pleasure trip from America to the Old World. Twain’s travel letters, published in
California and New York papers (and quoted widely), helped solidify his reputation as one of
the most popular humorists of the nation. Upon his return, Twain decided to publish a record
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of the trip via subscription publishing, which impacted his perceived audience and the style
of the book. In the meantime, Twain lectured on the platform in California and Nevada and
as part of the lyceum circuit in the East and Midwest. Moving into the lyceum, which
promoted a lecture series to instruct and edify, shifted the audience expectations Twain faced
as a performer, which highlighted key factors of his literary-critical reputation and the
meanings of humor as a product. Especially important for Twain’s lecture and his first
subscription book—The Innocents Abroad (1869)—was the question of Twain’s humorous
attitude toward the sacred sights of the Holy Land, especially the question of Twain’s
irreverence.
Critical evaluations of The Innocents Abroad generally held that the book was one
that should be purchased and read, despite some tendency toward coarseness, and that the
book would improve Twain’s standing as a humorist. These reviews are key moments in
which the literary-critical reputation of “Mark Twain” was raised, discussed, and contested.
No critical consensus emerged as to Twain’s standing. Some critics held that his work was at
or near the head of the school of American humor; some critics held that he had moved
beyond this categorization, approaching something of the lasting humor of quality humorists.
Some dismissed this group of humorists as degrading to literary life, while others simply
ignored Twain and American humor altogether. But the success of Mark Twain’s works,
from “The Jumping Frog” to The Innocents Abroad marked a transition from “wild humorist
of the Pacific Slope,” as he was sometimes called, to a central figure in the critical debate
over the meaning of American humor.
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“The best of our second-rate humorists”: Mark Twain as an “American Humorist”
Twain scholars have long argued that the main factor in his growing national
reputation was the publication of “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog” in the Saturday Press
on August 12, 1865. The reputation of this magazine as a key New York periodical, different
in tone but of similar importance in its own literary culture as the Atlantic Monthly was in
Boston, was certainly a boon to Twain’s East Coast reputation. But as James Caron has
argued, the importance of the jumping frog story in establishing Twain’s reputation may be
overstated.61 Instead of a sudden burst into public consciousness, the piece represents the
culmination of more than a year of success on both coasts, where newspapers had published
Mark Twain’s writings for the Californian, a magazine aimed at national and international,
rather than regional, audiences.62 Mark Twain’s move to a national audience was neither
accidental or without his calculated desire to appeal to a more select magazine audience.
Nevertheless, the success of the jumping frog story was often cited by critics of the time as
the major factor in his elevation of his reputation to a national and international circulation.
Indeed, the first critical notice of Mark Twain in an East Coast periodical had
appeared shortly before the publication of “The Jumping Frog” in the Round Table, a New
York-based weekly founded in 1863, which aimed to be national in scope and honest in
criticism.63 More than any other magazine, the Round Table sought to define the new type of
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American humor that had captured “a national feeling for exaggeration and burlesque.”64 In
the article “American Humor and Humorists,” an unnamed critic wrote that American humor
was distinct from other humor, specifically that of the English and French “jokers,” in its
extreme exaggeration: “There is no attempt at subtlety, at playing upon words, or any of the
refinements of polished wit; but it is a plain, square exaggeration carried to the utmost
confines, and generally calling up some irresistibly laughable figure.” This article traces a
lineage of this uniquely American humor through David Crockett, John Phoenix, Philander
Doesticks, Artemus Ward, Orpheus C. Kerr, and George Arnold—humorists Mark Twain
was most often associated with in the criticism of the era, excepting Crockett and Arnold.65
While the listed authors were more or less well known, the humor of California had just
begun to reach the east. Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation was still fresh:
The foremost among the merry gentlemen of the California press, so far as we
have been able to judge, is one who signs himself “Mark Twain.” Of his real
name we are ignorant, but his style resembles that of “John Phoenix” more
nearly than any other, and some things we have seen from his pen would do
honor to the memory of even that chieftain among humorists. He is, we
believe, quite a young man, and has not written a great deal. Perhaps, if he
will husband his resources and not kill with overwork the mental goose that
has given us these golden eggs, he may one day rank among the brightest of
our wits.
As this article demonstrates, Mark Twain’s reputation was beginning to circulate in the
Eastern press even before the success of the jumping frog story. However, that tale solidified
Mark Twain as a national figure and Samuel Clemens as an author who would forever be
linked with his fictional character.
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“American Humor and Humorists,” Round Table, September 9, 1865. 2.
Arnold died a short time after this article was published, and his works published under the names “Mc
Arone” and “Allen Grahame” have been largely forgotten. David Crockett, the piece notes, could be
considered the father of this type of American humor, despite the fact that most of the pieces attributed to
him were probably apocryphal.
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This article touches on many of the themes and figures that would be used to define
“American Humor”—as a distinctly national genre—as Mark Twain established himself, first
as a nationally popular example and then as the representative figure of the group. First, the
main thematic thrust of the humor is exaggeration to the point of absurdity. As a corollary,
the author notes a tendency toward “coarseness and a tendency to make light of those
sentiments which most persons hold sacred.” Both “coarseness” and “profanity,” in the older
sense of mocking sacred objects or ideas, were common means of judging American humor,
often in conjunction with the ideas of “reverence” and “irreverence.” Second, the article
critiques the technical use of cacography, that is “the rather cheap and very hackneyed
peculiarity of orthography,” especially in the work of Artemus Ward. The distinction
between dialect and misspelling for effect would be a consistent source of distinction in
humor hierarchies, one that reflected well on Mark Twain.
Third, the article points to the belief that humorists risked overexposure and the
decline of their humor by producing too much work, a fear that Mark Twain expressed
several times over the course of his career. Fourth, the article frames popular American
humor in terms of its entertainment value, rather than its literary standing. In discussing the
success of Ward, the critic notes that his humor had “been the source of much pleasure, of a
rollicking and unthinking sort, to many thousands of persons of all classes and conditions,
between Maine and California.”66 While these themes were not discussed in every article on
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ibid, 2. A fifth point of lesser import for the study of Twain is a discussion of the failure of an American
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American humor or an American humorist, and other themes did emerge, this article is
noteworthy for previewing many of the major critical tropes of subsequent critical discussion
of American humor and for introducing Mark Twain’s reputation into this discussion.
During its existence (1863-1869), the Round Table continued to show an interest in
the development of “American humor” as a popular expression of American life. Despite
being disappointed in the book overall, the magazine touted Artemus Ward; His Travels
(1865) as, “perhaps, the best expression of that somewhat intangible national property known
as American humor.”67 In discussing “American Humor in England” in 1866, the magazine
noted that English humor had faded and that English critics and authors had turned to
Artemus Ward and his school of “wild humorists of the plains,” whose “fresh and vigorous
humor” was becoming recognized as “being peculiar to America.”68 In reviewing Petroleum
Nasby in 1867, the magazine again notes that Nasby’s style of fun …is, whether we like it or
not, that which is becoming universally recognized abroad as ‘American humor,’ and the
enthusiasm with which it is received at home makes it difficult to deny that it is so.”69 The
review makes the hierarchical position of this type of humor clear by stating that “the entire
Nasby order of literature, we need scarcely say, is one for which we have little respect; it is,
nevertheless, that which is found to gain the most readers…” Humor of this national type
was ranked as less than quality, but of an unsettled hierarchical place, as when a notice of a
British edition of Josh Billings’s works sardonically noted that the English preference for
American humor gave English readers an advantage over American readers, “who prefer the
model of Punch, which failed to consider the American context of humor: “Now American humor is
something essentially different from English humor. It is extravagant, exaggerated—outrageous, if you
will—…” (“The Last American Punch,” 41).
67 October 7, 1865, 69.
68 September 1, 1866, 69.
69 March 9, 1867, 154.
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antics of a clown in the ring rather than in letters.”70 The popularity of “American humor” as
a peculiarly American growth, both in the United States and in England, encouraged some
critics to come to terms with the school of humor and its meanings.
Heading east in late 1866, Mark Twain was positioned to capitalize on the vogue for
American humor. Twain reached an agreement with Charles Henry Webb to publish a book
of sketches, which was issued as The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County, And
other Sketches in late April 1867.71 Webb had been the publisher of the Californian, which
had printed the early magazine sketches that had helped establish Twain’s reputation as a
humorist through their reprinting in eastern journals. Webb also wrote humorous works
under the pseudonym “John Paul,” under which name he wrote the introduction to Twain’s
book. In the piece, “John Paul” introduced “Mark Twain” by focusing on both the popularity
and the morality of his works:
“Mark Twain” is too well known to the public to require a formal introduction at my
hands. By his story of the Frog, he scaled the heights of popularity at a single jump,
and won for himself the sobriquet of The Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope. He is
also known to fame as The Moralist of the Main: and it is not unlikely that as such he
will go down to posterity. It is in his secondary character, as humorist, however,
rather than in his primal one of moralist, that I aim to present him in the present
volume.72

Figure 3. Advertisement from the
Round Table73
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July 7, 1866, 426.
Advertised for sale in the New York Tribune on April 22, 1867.
72 John Paul [Charles Henry Webb], “Advertisement.” The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,
And other Sketches (New York: C.H. Webb, 1867), v-vi.
73 April 27, 1867, 1.
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Webb’s introduction of Twain as primarily a moralist, rather than a humorist, was the most
forceful argument in favor of Twain’s underlying serious purpose during the early years of
his career. Few critics took up the framing of Twain as moralist, and both nicknames applied
here did not gain currency as references to Twain in critical writings.
Twain was disappointed by the sales of the book, which he had hoped would reach
50,000 but only sold approximately 4,000. To his family in June he wrote stoically: “As for
the Frog book, I don’t believe that will ever pay anything worth a cent. I published it simply
to advertise myself & not with the hope of making anything out of it.”74 If he had really not
expected to make money, which is to be highly doubted, he was at least correct in seeing the
book as advertising for “Mark Twain.”75 Of course, no one reader or critic would have had
access to all the opinions of book reviewers in newspapers and magazines spread across the
country, as well as in England and other countries. As Budd notes, a full survey of Mark
Twain’s literary reputation awaits “a utopian day [when] some brave scholar-critic” has
access to all the reviews and information on the slant of the mostly anonymous reviewers (as
well as the highly political and/or religious slants of most newspapers).76 That day may
remain utopian, but a reading of the existing archive shows consistent themes that run across
reviews of individual books and across Twain’s career, with intriguing variations across time,
geography, and nation and with crucial insights into American culture when attention is paid
to the details of critical discourse.
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Reviews of the book touched on a number of the prominent themes that would run
through evaluations of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation over the course of the next
decade and beyond: his wise choice not to resort to cacography, his relationship to Artemus
Ward and the literary comedians, the different roles of humor—both in its alleviating cares
through entertainment and in the edification of quality humor. The reviews represent an
initial sustained effort of critics to define Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation, although
several papers showed their lack of familiarity with Twain by referring to him as “Mr.
Clements (sic).” Despite the fact that several of Twain’s sketches from the Californian had
circulated widely, reviews of the book testified to the centrality of the jumping frog story in
establishing Twain’s reputation. The New York Times approved of the story providing the
collection’s title, as “it has done more than any other single paper to secure for the writer
whatever reputation he may have.”77 The New York Citizen argued that the story was well
known across the country, writing: “It is altogether the jolliest story that we have ever been
fortunate enough to laugh over. ‘Humorous,’ or ‘comic,’ does not begin to express its
peculiar character. It is thoroughly, perfectly, inexpressibly jolly, and is entirely unrivaled in
its peculiar style of excellence.”78 Many reviews ranked the Jumping Frog story as the best
story in the collection, but most cited other stories as of high quality, especially “The Story of
the Bad Little Boy Who Didn’t Come to Grief,” “The Killing of Julius Caesar ‘Localized’,”
and “Lucretia Smith’s Soldier.” Only one notice, in the New York Evening Post, disparaged
the collection, stating that it was a mistake: “The story of the ‘Jumping Frog’ is one of the
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best of its kinds that we remember; but the remainder of the little book, with one or two
exceptions, is dreary, and often worse. It is not suited to this longitude.”79
While several of the reviews critiqued Twain for being occasionally “coarse,”
reviews more frequently used the terms “genial” and “genuine,” terms of praise for humorists
often applied to James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes. These qualities seem to
have lifted Twain to the top of the school of “American humorist.” The New York Citizen
wrote that:
Mark Twain is a genuine humorist. He does not depend on misspelling, or on
punning, for the comic effect of his sketches, but on legitimate wit and humor.
Perhaps his chief characteristic is his habit of bringing two utterly incongruous things
in close juxtaposition. He imitates no one, but his humor is thoroughly and entirely
his own.80
How original Mark Twain’s humor was remained a central question as critics attempted to
define his place in the hierarchy of American humor. The San Francisco Daily Evening
Bulletin made this relational positioning clear, along with the reasons for elevating Twain
over other humorists, writing:
We regard him as by far the best of our second-rate humorists. He is superior to
Artemus Ward, for his fun has a purpose to it, and is worth a hundred Petroleum V.
Nasbys and Josh Billingses. He is something more than a mere writer of funny
sayings. Beneath the surface of his pleasantry lies a rich vein of serious thought. He
instructs as well as amuses and even his broadest jokes have a moral more or less
obvious.81
The classification of humor, both in the relational literary-critical reputations of its main
figures and in terms of a hierarchy predicated on an underlying moral seriousness, are the key
frames through which Mark Twain’s reputation was contested within critical discourses.
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As the periodical that paid closest attention to the “peculiar” field of “American
humor,” the review from the Round Table is notable for the way it placed Twain in the
conversation by stating that “Mark Twain has succeeded to the vacant chair of the lamented
Artemus Ward.” “In both,” the review continued, “there is a strongly marked nationality, a
keen appreciation of the ridiculous, and a love of fun untinged with cynicism.”82 According
to this reviewer, the main benefit of this fun is to “unbend the thoughts which may be too
much stretched by care,” concluding that: “We commend this little volume to all who seek a
few moments’ relaxation from the serious cares of life, and who concur in believing that
‘Care to our coffin adds a nail, no doubt;
And ev’ry grin so merry draws one out.’”83
The role of humor in alleviating everyday cares was a common theme in reviews of Twain’s
works, often in terms of the “fun” that the pieces provided.
Mark Twain was not the only humorist to be considered a serious contender for
national acclaim. In reviewing Bret Harte’s Condensed Novels in 1867, the Round Table
specifically compared Harte to John Phoenix and Mark Twain, his fellow California
humorists. Harte was “in some respects superior to either. Not, perhaps, as a humorist; but
Mr. Harte is something more, and his miscellaneous papers show traces of scholarly tastes
and such graceful fancy as should win a higher reputation than that of a merely funny
writer.”84 Through much of this period, Bret Harte’s literary-critical reputation was linked to
Mark Twain, with Harte as the author whose position as a humorist might aspire to that of
Lowell or Thackeray.85 The distinction between works that were merely fun, denoting a

82

May 25, 1867, 332.
An epigraph of “Peter Pindar,” an English satirist.
84 “Library Table,” December 7, 1867, 376.
85 In a letter to his family, Twain wrote: “The book will issue the 25th. James Russell Lowell (“Hosea
83

58

second-rate status, and works that were of higher quality, either through their moral quality or
some other “serious” indicator, was key to understanding Twain’s shifting positions within
the hierarchy of humorists.

The Trouble Begins at Eight: Mark Twain as Lecturer
On October 2, 1866, the 31-year old Mark Twain found himself onstage at the San
Francisco Academy of Music, giving a “serio-comic” lecture on the subject of the Hawaiian
Islands, or the Sandwich Islands as he always referred to them, which he had recently visited.
Twain would tell the story of the speech in his second travel book, Roughing It, with his
usual propensity for sacrificing details for the sake of a story that might expose a deeper
truth. In this case, Twain tells of returning from Hawaii penniless and deciding upon a
lecture as a means of making money. While many friends discouraged him, one unnamed
editor encouraged him to take the largest house in town and to charge $1 a ticket, in hopes of
creating a sensation that would sell. Twain printed advertisements, promising that:
Doors open at 7 ". The trouble begins at 8.
Doubtful of his success, Twain tells of how he sought out a group of friends, a prominent
lady, and a good-natured drunk and planted them at different parts of the audience to laugh
when prompted in order to incite the audience to laughter. The day of the performance,
Twain was struck with terror, and, finding the box office closed when he thought it should be
serving customers, he resigned himself to his fate of failure, or so he recounts. Instead, he
found the house sold out and filled to bursting. Twain’s allies in the audience led the
Biglow,”) says the Jumping Frog is the finest piece of humorous writing ever produced in America.” SLC
to Jane Lampton Clemens and Family, 19 Apr 1867., New York, N.Y. (UCCL 00123).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00123.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
See note 3 on Lowell’s remark, which has never been verified.
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audience in laughter, although one bit of serious pathos was ruined when he accidentally
gave the signal for laughter: a smile.86
Figure 4. “Severe Case of Stage-Fright”
from Roughing It87

Throughout his career, Mark Twain was
a believer in the importance of the press in
setting the tone for the reception of his products,
both his books and his lectures, and he often
sought friends to write early reviews in order to
influence critical discourse. For his first lecture,
Mark Twain could rely on his friends in the San
Francisco press to help ensure a positive start to
his lecture career. The San Francisco Evening
Bulletin noted that “the greatest good feeling
existed” throughout “one of the most interesting
and amusing lectures ever delivered in this
city.”88 While Twain’s reputation as a humorist was expected, the review noted with surprise
the elements of eloquent description, especially his “word-painting” of the volcano of
Kilauea, and the factual material on the islands that was interspersed with the “side-splitting
jokes,” although the contents of the jokes were seldom described. Twain’s ability to mix
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humor with pathos, eloquence, and instructive material was key to his successes as a lecturer;
and his failures as a performer and author were often attributed to an imbalance of humorous
and more serious material. No reviews from his first western lectures found fault in his
“mixing (so to speak) as with a blender the pathetic with the humorous.”89
In addition to commenting on the manner of his delivery and his mixture of “fact,
fun, and fancy,” reviews of Twain’s performances throughout his career often compared him
to other humorous lecturers, especially to Artemus Ward, whose platform success had
developed the model. As with his writings, this relational figuring linked Mark Twain to
other literary comedians, as when the Daily Bulletin compared him favorably to Ward:
The lecture was superior to Artemus Ward’s “Babes in the Woods” in point of
humor. It evinced none of that straining after effect that was manifested in the great
showman, and possessed some solid qualities to which Ward can make no
pretensions. As a humorous writer Mark Twain stands in the foremost rank, while
his effort of last evening affords reason for the belief that he can establish an equal
reputation as a humorous and original lecturer.90
The Alta California compared him to John Phoenix, while the Golden Era stated, “Quote
Artemus Ward no more; our Pacific slopes can discount him.”91
Following his debut, Twain lectured in California and Nevada before his move east in
January 1867, where he performed the lecture on a trip to the Midwest, including St. Louis
and his hometown of Hannibal in the spring of 1867. His first trip performance, in New
York City on May 6, 1867, was booked into the Cooper Union, one of the largest and most
intimidating theaters in the city. A number of the reviews of The Celebrated Jumping Frog of
Calaveras County mentioned this new development as central to Mark Twain’s further rise to
fame as a humorist. The success of the lecture, along with the publicity of the book of
89
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sketches, helped establish Mark Twain as a major exponent of American humor in the mold
of Artemus Ward—popular in print as well as on the platform. The success of Twain’s
career as a humorous performer helped further construct the persona through which he
transformed himself from Western newspaperman into a national and international celebrity.
The advertisements for the evening illustrate both Twain’s concern for launching a
new venture with fan faire and the varied and vibrant entertainment options available to his
potential audiences. Twain advertised the lecture with a letter to the New York Tribune in
the form of a letter from a list of prominent gentlemen from California, as well as Senator
James Nye of Nevada, vouching the “entertaining, instructive, and amusing” nature of the
entertainment.92 The event was advertised in the Round Table next to ads for patent cures,
sewing machines, and newspapers (see Figure 5 below).
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Figure 5. Round Table
Advertisement.

Figure 6. Advertisement for Mark Twain’s lecture (bottom left)93

An advertisement in the New York Times on May 6 grouped Twain’s lecture with
Barnum’s Museum and Menagerie, minstrel companies, a troupe of Japanese acrobats, and
various theater productions under the heading “Amusements” (see Figure 6 above). Under
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the separate heading of “Lectures” was advertised a lecture by Schuyler Colfax, the Speaker
of the House of Representatives, entitled “Across the Continent.”94
Facing such diverse competition, Twain’s New York debut failed to sell many
tickets, but an enthusiastic crowd, drawn in with free tickets, helped make the evening a
success as a performance, if not financially.95 According to Twain’s memory of the event,
the promoter Frank Fuller had advertisements printed and hung on strings in bunches of fifty
on the city’s omnibuses. In an autobiographical dictation resonant in meaning, if
questionable in veracity, Twain wrote that:
My anxiety forced me to haunt those omnibuses. I did nothing for one or two days
but sit in buses and travel from one end of New York to the other and watch those
things dangle and wait to catch somebody pulling one loose to read it. It never
happened—at least it happened only once. A man reached up and pulled one of those
things loose, said to his friend, "Lecture on the Sandwich Islands by Mark Twain.
Who can that be, I wonder"—and he threw it away and changed the subject.96
As would be the case with future lecture tours, the advertisement blurred the lines between
funny and serious discourse, both burlesquing the conventions of lecturing and reassuring
audiences that humor would be supplemented by information, instruction, and eloquence.
The advertisement promised a “SERIO-HUMOROUS LECTURE” covering thirty-eight
subjects, some promising details on Hawaiian customs and other promising fun, such as:
38. The performance to conclude
with a joke which cannot fail to
amuse such persons as may
chance to be amused by it.
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The advertisement concluded with a statement linking humor with information and pathos:
CAREFULLY ELABORATED JOKES
will be attached to each of these thirty-eight subjects--some of them being
fearfully and wonderfully made; but everything in the discourse except those
jokes, can be relied upon as useful and accurate information.
Some little pathos will be infused into this lecture, and persons who are
overcome by it, may go out for a few minutes; but no weeping will be
allowed on the premises.97
While the promises of accurate information and pathos are promised in a joking fashion,
possibly undercutting their presence, the advertisement speaks to the complicated
expectations that lecture audiences may have brought to a comic lecture. Twain “made fun”
of pathos, by mocking it and using his own skill with sentiment to play the issue both ways.
The reviews of this performance, and a subsequent performance in Brooklyn,
illustrate several key dimensions of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation that were
unique to, or at least uniquely highlighted by, the immediate presence of an audience. 98
Reviews held that audience members largely expected to be entertained by the humor of the
lecture. The New York Times wrote that “nearly every one present came prepared for
considerable provocation for enjoyable laughter, and from the appearance of the mirthful
faces leaving the hall at the conclusion of the lecture, but few were disappointed.”99 Mark
Twain’s reputation as a humorist preceded him, even at this early date, and since the
audience was “frequently convulsed with hearty laughter,” the evening was pronounced a
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success. Both the manner and the matter of Twain’s lecture were important to audience
enjoyment, with his slow, drawling style being declared “peculiar and original.”100 Finally,
audiences and critics were often pleasantly surprised that Twain’s lectures contained eloquent
descriptions and accurate facts, in addition to amusing anecdotes.
Most reviews of the New York lectures, and of subsequent lectures by Twain,
focused on the manner of Twain’s speaking and his reputation as a humorist, largely ignoring
the subject matter of his speech. As complicated performative moments, the speech
illustrated Twain’s developing views of expansion and imperialism through the prism of his
humorous delivery. The humor of Twain’s performance relied on burlesquing the
conventions of lecturing, specifically of travel lectures. As burlesques, Twain’s lectures
gently mocked the American exceptionalism on which writing and lecturing on travel were
based. Twain would use a version of the speech, most often titled “Our Fellow Savages of the
Sandwich Islands,” on his first lyceum tour in 1869-1870 and in his public lectures in
England in 1873. The topic of the Sandwich Islands, and their humorous occupants, was a
topic that Mark Twain returned to frequently, in his lectures and in his writings.
The subject of these speeches—the Sandwich Islands—was a major symbolic
location through which Twain, along with other writers, explored the meaning of American
nationalism. In an age of European imperial expansion, the stirrings of American interest in
Hawaii on the part of American businessmen and politicians made the islands an important
site of nascent American imperialism. Twain had been sent to the islands, in part, to examine
the prospects of American business in the islands. The Sandwich Islands represented a
symbolic location Twain used to think through the question of American and European
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influence in foreign countries for much of his career.101 None of the reviews of Mark
Twain’s early lectures noted a tendency toward irreverence or took offense at the presence of
a humorist on the platform stage. As he moved into more respectable venues, especially
through the booking agency of the lyceum bureau in 1868, reviews of Mark Twain’s lectures
increasingly were split between critics who enjoyed the performance with hearty laughter and
those who frowned their disapproval at the presence of a clown in the serious realm of the
public lecture.
Twain’s debut in New York helped further establish him as a humorist of national
renown. The Brooklyn Daily Eagle wrote that, “In California Mr. Twain is well known, and
draws like a poultice, but among us he is a stranger. Notwithstanding this he will soon win
his way to public favor… He should be heard by every person who appreciates humor in its
very drollest features.”102 The drama critic Edward “Ned” House wrote an extensive review
of Twain’s lecture, commenting on Twain’s rise to fame and comparing him to Artemus
Ward, with whom House had been friends and with whom he had traveled in England. In the
unsigned review, House wrote that “Joe Smiley and his Jumping Frog” had taken an
unknown author and attracted “prompt and universal attention among readers of light

101Several

scholars have written about Twain’s relationship with Hawaii, but few have addressed the
importance of the Sandwich Islands speeches in the development of his thought. Mark Twain’s writings
and views on Hawaii, see Walter Francis Frear, Mark Twain and Hawaii (Chicago: The Lakeside Press,
1947), Stephen Sumida, And the View from the Shore: Literary Traditions of Hawai’i (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 1991) 38-56, Jim Zwick, "Mark Twain's Hawaii," in Confronting Imperialism (West
Conshohocken, Penn.: Infinity Publishing, 2007), Amy Kaplan, “Imperial Triangles: Mark Twain’s Foreign
Affairs,” Modern Fiction Studies 43.1 (1997) 237-248, and Tracy Wuster, “’Interrupting a Funeral with a
Circus’: Mark Twain, Imperial Ambivalence, and Baseball in the Sandwich Islands,” in Mark Twain’s
Geographical Imagination, ed. Joseph A. Alvarez. (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing, 2009.
102 “Mark Twain on the Sandwich Islands,” Brooklyn Eagle, May 11, 1867, 3.

67

humorous literature.”103 Twain was immediately regarded “as a candidate for high position
among writers of his class, and passages from his first contribution to the metropolitan press
became proverbs in the mouths of his admirers.” House continued to note that Twain’s
rapidly won reputation was supplemented by subsequent reprintings of sketches from
California periodicals, but it was unclear whether his new position would draw a crowd.
Either unaware that the house had been filled largely through free tickets, or kindly choosing
to ignore this fact, House heralded the full house as a sign of the humorist’s reputation:
The chance offering of ‘The Jumping Frog,’ carelessly cast, eighteen months ago,
upon the Atlantic waters, returned to him in the most agreeable form which a young
aspirant for public fame could desire. The wind that was sowed with probably very
little calculation as to its effect upon its future prospects, now enables him to reap
quite a respectable tempest of encouragement and cordiality. …No other lecturer, of
course excepting Artemus Ward, has so thoroughly succeeded in exciting the mirthful
curiosity, and compelling the laughter of his hearers.
The critical consensus was that the combination of the “Jumping Frog”—the story and the
book—and the Sandwich Islands lecture cemented Twain’s reputation as an aspirant to the
position of “American humorist.” Overall, the success of the lecture, along with the reviews
of the jumping frog book, helped spread Twain’s reputation nationally. As the San Francisco
Daily Dramatic Chronicle noted:
“Mark Twain” made a successful debut in the character of a lecturer at New York, a
few days since. He has become a man of sufficient mark to have his movements
telegraphed across the continent.104
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“He looks as if he would make a good husband and jolly father”:
The Birth of The Innocents Abroad
On June 8, 1867, just over a month after his lecture debut in New York, Mark Twain
sailed on the streamer Quaker City for a trip to Europe and the Middle East. The trip was
billed as the first purely pleasure excursion to the Old World, and the organizers had hoped
that a number of well-known passengers would help sell tickets for the tour that featured
France, Italy, Greece, Russia, Turkey, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and Spain. As such, the
Quaker City excursion was among the first commercial versions of Old World tourism,
combining parts of the Grand Tour of Europe with a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Henry
Ward Beecher and General Sherman, along with several other notables, had been advertised
as possible passengers, but both pulled out of the journey, leaving the humorist Mark Twain
as the most famous member of the party.105 Twain had written travel letters to various
newspapers about his trip to Hawaii in 1866 and about his travels through the United States,
and he was well aware of the popularity of travel writing. Twain convinced the San
Francisco Alta California to pay his $1250 fare in exchange for fifty travel letters. Twain
also contracted with the New York Tribune and New York Herald to write additional letters .
The cruise lasted for five months, returning November 19, 1867. Twain stayed in
New York for a brief time, writing a scathing letter about the trip for the Tribune, seething
that “the pleasure trip was a funeral excursion without a corpse.”106 Soon thereafter, Twain
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moved to Washington, D.C., for a job as the private secretary to Nevada Senator W.M.
Steward, while at the same time writing letters for the New York Herald and considering
options for transforming his Quaker City travel letters into a book. On the same day he left
for Washington, the New York Herald wrote a brief notice predicting success if Twain chose
to write a book:
We are not aware whether Mr. Twain intends giving us a book on this pilgrimage, but
we do know that a book written from his own peculiar standpoint, giving an account
of the characters and events on board ship and of the scenes which the pilgrims
witnessed, would command an almost unprecedented sale.107
On the same day, November 21, Elisha Bliss of the American Publishing Company of
Hartford, Connecticut, wrote to Twain suggesting that he publish a book with the firm based
on his travel letters. The letter stated that the firm was “perhaps the oldest subscription house
in the country, and have never failed to give a book an immense circulation” and trumpeted
the large printings of A.D. Richardson’s books, the first of which had sold almost 100,000
copies.108
The most consequential decision Twain made upon his return may have been his
choice to publish his second book via subscription. Unclear on the details of subscription
publishing, Twain responded in December 1867, making his primary interest clear when he
asked “what amount of money I might possibly make out of it. The latter clause has a degree
of importance for me which is almost beyond my own comprehension. But you understand
that of course.”109 For an author disappointed in the poor sales of his first book, the prospect
of such sales was met with excitement. Over the next two years, as Twain prepared the
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manuscript and Bliss prepared (and delayed) the publication, Twain’s letters to Bliss show a
keen interest in the material business of publication, from a discussion of royalties (5 percent
of the subscription price) to an angry letter protesting the delay of publication to fit the
publisher’s schedule.110 Twain’s eyes were keenly on the publication, promotion, and sales
of the book. When the book was finished and awaiting release in the Fall of 1869, Mark
Twain’s position had shifted tremendously professionally and personally; he had gone from
newspaper humorist to successful lyceum performer and editor/part-owner of the Buffalo
Express, and he was preparing to marry Olivia Langdon, a woman from a respectable and
wealthy family.
While on the Quaker City excursion, Twain had come under the influence of Mrs.
Mary Fairbanks, the wife of the owner and editor of the Cleveland Herald, who traveled on
the trip alone, writing twenty-seven travel letters for her husband’s paper under the name
“Myra.” Twain referred to her affectionately as “Mother Fairbanks” and experienced a
measure of reformation from his posture as western rowdy under her supervision. While
scholars disagree about the extent of her editing, Twain willingly claimed that she helped to
refine both his writings and his personal manners. As Jeffrey Steinbrink has examined, Mark
Twain sought to refine his professional image and his personal life as Samuel Clemens after
the Quaker City excursion, and the period following the tour saw him courting and marrying
Olivia Clemens and settling into a settled, if often frantic, domestic life, first in Buffalo and
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then in Hartford, Connecticut.111 Mark Twain did not become fully “respectable,” but in the
revisions of his travel letters into the book that would become The Innocents Abroad, Mark
Twain showed an effort to prune slang, indelicacies, and other vulgarisms, largely to cater to
an audience that was comically dramatized in Twain’s relationship to “Mother” Fairbanks.112
Twain’s playful relationship with Fairbanks touched on one topic of concern
intimately connected with his revisions to his travel letters, which he began in Washington,
D.C. in the winter of 1868 and continued in California that spring. This was the topic of
reverence—and of irreverence. In reviews of the writings of Twain and other American
humorists, critics occasionally brought up the topic of reverence, faulting the humorists for
their coarseness in regard to sentiments held sacred by many. With Twain’s travel letters,
especially the ones written in frustration close after the end of the trip, a lack of reverence for
both his fellow passengers and for certain subjects, especially that of religious sites, was
called into question. Twain apologized to “My Dear Forgiving Mother” on December 2 of
1867, claiming that he had been rightfully angry with some of the trip’s participants. As if to
make up for his transgression, in the same letter he bragged that she had cured him of his
habit of swearing—his skill at which had put most people to shame, he boasted—and that the
American Publishing Company had contacted him about publishing a book.113 First, Mary
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letters, it bears little direct connection to the question of Twain’s reputation, but the question of reverence
and its opposite were key in the responses to Twain’s book and to many subsequent items that Twain
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Fairbanks and then Olivia Langdon served as the idealized polite audiences whom Twain
sought to amuse, constructing them not so much as genteel censors but rather as
representative customers.
Mark Twain’s courtship of Olivia Langdon is a crucial biographical detail of Samuel
Clemens’s life and of Mark Twain’s career. Olivia, called Livy, was the sister of Charley
Langdon, who had been a fellow traveler with Twain on the Quaker City. She would act as
an editor and literary conscience in the mold of Mother Fairbanks, and scholars have debated
the extent to which her influence acted as censorship representing the voice of Victorian
propriety or acted as a sometimes necessary bulwark against Mark Twain’s wilder urges.114
But in the spring of 1868, it was Bret Harte who acted as Twain’s literary conscience.
Editing the manuscript, Harte advised Twain to cut several irreverent or improper passages,
and in return, Harte published extracts from the book in his new magazine, the Overland
Monthly, which billed itself as the Atlantic Monthly of California. Writing to Thomas Bailey
Aldrich in 1871 to clear up a charge of plagiarism against him, Twain credited Harte with a

published, as well as those that Twain decided not to publish. In a letter from 1869, Twain addressed this
topic directly, if playfully, in responding to Fairbanks’s criticism of one of his stories. He wrote: “Me
“getting cross over your talk?” No—bang away—I li enjoy it. No, I don’t mean that—I mean I don’t mind
it—or rather, I mean that I like [it. Now ]I have got it. I like your criticisms, because they nearly always
convince me—always, I guess, is nearer the truth. And because I love you, I would like the criticisms, even
if they didn’t convince me.
Well, I’ll let Death alone. I will, mother—honest—if I won’t bother him if he don’t bother me. No,
but really, I will be more reverential, if you want me to, though I tell you it don’t jibe with my principles.
There is a fascination about meddling with forbidden things.” SLC to Mary Mason Fairbanks, 26 and 27
Sept 1869, Buffalo, N.Y. (UCCL00359).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00359.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
114 Henry Nash Smith notes that Livy and Mrs. Fairbanks were “spokesmen for the dominant culture” who
embodied what Twain already knew about the views his increasing audience. See Mark Twain: The
Development of a Writer (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1962), 25-6. Susan Harris has convincingly argued
that scholars have largely flattened Olivia Langdon Clemens into a caricature of a nineteenth-century
womanhood they saw (and attacked) as antithetical to modernist values, ignoring both Twain’s affinities to
the middle-class society she was a part of and Langdon’s intellectual vivacity and the importance of her
influence on Twain. See Susan K. Harris, The Courtship of Olivia Langdon and Mark Twain (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 8-11.
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considerable role in helping to elevate his writing. He wrote that Harte had: “trimmed &
trained & schooled me patiently until he changed me from an awkward utterer of coarse
grotesquenesses to a writer of paragraphs & chapters that have found a certain favor in the
eyes of even some of the very decentest people in the land.”115 Twain delivered the
manuscript to Bliss in August 1868, presumably trimmed of coarse grotesqueness, after
adding a considerable amount of material to fill out the pages of a subscription-length book.
While on the West Coast, Twain lectured over eleven nights in San Francisco,
Sacramento, Virginia City, and several other cities where he had lectured on his first tour of
the west. Twain spoke on portions of his forthcoming book—the Holy Land, Venice, and his
fellow tourists. Reviews covered familiar subjects: Twain’s manner of lecturing, the mixture
of funny passages with eloquent passages, his similarities to and differences from Ward, and
the widespread enjoyment of the large audiences. For the first lecture, Twain asked the local
press not to publish on the content of his lecture, so as not to ruin the effect of the subsequent
performances. This became a repeated tactic, as he felt that shoddy reports of his speeches
ruined his audiences. As the reviewer for the Reese River Revielle in Austin, Nevada, stated
after laboring through a long, decidedly unfunny paraphrasing of the lecture: “It is not easy to
give a correct report of this lecture; to be properly appreciated it must be heard, and the
distinguished lecturer himself…must deliver it.”116 In a letter to Olivia Langdon, Twain told
of a reporter who had wanted to print a synopsis of his lecture, to which Twain replied with
several distinct metaphors:
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And I said to take the points out of a humorous lecture was the same as taking
the raisins out of a fruit cake—it left it but a pretense of a something it was not, for
such as came after.
And further, the charm of a humorous remark or still more, an elaborate
succession of humorous remarks, cannot be put upon paper—& whosoever reports a
humorous lecture verbatim, & necessarily leaves the soul out of it, & no more
presents that lecture to the reader than does a man bring a woman’s husband to her a
person presents a man to you when he ships you a corpse.
I said synopses injure—they do harm, because they d travel ahead of the lecturer
& give people a despicable opinion of him & his production.117
In his history of Mark Twain’s lectures, Fred Lorch writes that Twain’s objections went
beyond the damage such a report did to Twain’s humor; Twain believed that his lectures
were his literary property and that reprinting them did monetary damage to his livelihood.118
The major difference in the reviews of this lecture was the question of reverence,
which was addressed in a review in the San Francisco Daily Morning Call, which, without
judgment, described the lecture in these terms:
His journey to the Holy Land has been called a pilgrimage. It was more properly a
crusade—a humorous tilting against shams and sentiment. He battered the casques of
friends and foes, perhaps not always fairly, but always effectively. He was a crusader
on his own hook—a kind of free lance, working himself into a grotesque rage over
dullness, carving the sconces of proper folk, and making it lively for infinite
respectability.119
Mark Twain’s rage over the shams and sentiment of “infinite respectability” would be a
common theme of later discussions of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation, but at this
early date, it is worth noting as a description of his possible strengths as a humorist. The
Sacramento Daily Union also described Twain’s irreverence in positive terms, relating his
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stance to one of the major figures of quality humor: Voltaire. Writing of Twain’s viewpoint
on the Holy Land, the reviewer writes:
He saw them only with the eyes of a practical American, keenly alive to
progress and the present, and prepared for ridicule in spite of the gloss of romance
and the eld of history. Yet they are mistaken who deem that he has no fancy or poetic
feeling. Voltaire had this none the less because he ridiculed time-honored custom and
things held sacred by great names. We confess to a partiality for this California
humorist. At the bottom of his intellectual character there seems to us to lie a vast
deal of good sense, which his humor is only used to dress up in such presentable style
as will hardly fail to please any audience.120
The question of Twain’s irreverence in his satires of sacred locales and topics were a major
theme of the subsequent book reviews.
From August 1868 to February 1869, Twain did or heard little on the book, as Bliss
presumably read the proofs to offer his own suggestions but more likely was concentrated on
the promotion of a biography of Grant.121 In March 1869, Twain and Olivia Langdon, now
engaged, read the proofs of the book together. In the meantime, Twain lectured between
November 17 and March 3, 1869, using a revised version of his western lecture on the trip
under the new title, “The American Vandal Abroad.” Twain lectured in forty cities, largely
smaller towns in the Midwest and upstate New York.122
Mark Twain’s lecture tours did much to establish his fame and increase his audience,
and the consideration of their importance cannot be separated from the consideration of his
written works in delineating his literary-critical reputation. In the years following the Civil
War, the lyceum was increasingly professionalized, especially through the consolidation of
booking and management in businesses such as James Redpath’s American Literary Bureau.
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This professionalization, argues historian Robert T. Oliver, changed the expectations of the
audiences, who no longer came to listen to impassioned amateurs but instead rewarded
polished speakers with palatable messages and impressive speaking skills.123 Starting as an
itinerant platform speaker, Mark Twain transitioned to professional lyceum humorist in the
late 1860s after his initial successes on the stage. Starting in 1868, he was represented by the
Redpath Boston Lyceum Bureau, which became the preeminent source for lyceum speakers
in the post-Civil War era. Twain quickly became the most sought-after humorist by lyceum
committees looking to lighten the educational seriousness of the lecture season.124
The direct reactions of the audiences to Mark Twain’s lecture performances provide
crucial insight into the reception of humor and the reputation of the humorist as it shifted in
the late 1860s and early 1870s. Mark Twain began his tour in Cleveland, where the
beneficent presence of Mother Mary Fairbanks helped set the tone for the reception of
Twain’s lecture. As he composed the lecture, he sent updates to Fairbanks seeking to
reassure her that the lecture would be “a creditable one. If diligent effort will do this I shall
accomplish it.”125 In a letter from early October, Twain “teased” Mrs. Fairbanks with a letter
meant to provoke her wrath through an “absurd synopsis” of the lecture.126 Nevertheless, the
letter contained a grain of truth about striking a balance between serious description and
humor for his new role as lyceum lecturer:
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Of course, scattered all through, are the most preposterous yarns, & all that sort of
thing. But I think it will entertain an audience, this lecture. I must not preach to a
select few in my audience, lest I have only a select few to listen, next time, & so be
required to preach no more. What the societies ask of me is to relieve the heaviness of
their didactic courses—& in accepting the contract I am just the same as giving my
word that I will do as they ask.127
Despite his joking, Twain traveled to Cleveland several days before the lecture, “so you can
get ready to scratch. I’ll expunge every word you want scratched out, cheerfully.”128
Eschewing almost any discussion of the Holy Land, and only briefly touching on the
art of the Old Masters that had raised his ire in the travel letters, Mark Twain focused on
European scenes, with large portions of description interspersed with humor. In his
“American Vandal” lectures, humor was largely complimentary to the ideas of American
superiority that underwrote much travel writing, a sentiment that he had attacked through his
satires of the “pilgrims” of the tour. Here, Twain followed the “vandal” through Europe (and
to see the Sphinx), but he was careful not to define the vandal “in derision or apply it as a
reproach,” but used it to mean “the roving, independent, free and easy character of that class
of traveling Americans who are not elaborately educated, cultivated and refined, and gilded
and filigreed with the ineffable graces of the first society.”129 Undoubtedly playing to his
audience’s sentiment, Twain praised American women: “We saw no ladies anywhere that
were as beautiful as our own ladies here at home & especially in this audience.”130 He ended
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with a lengthy passage that was not undercut by facetiousness, but spoke to a serious moral,
although he had written Mrs. Fairbanks that “the moral is an entirely gratuitous contribution
& will be a clear gain to the societies employing me, for it isn’t deduced from anything there
is in the lecture.”131 It went, in part:
If there is a moral to this lecture it is an injunction to all Vandals to travel. I am glad
the American Vandal goes abroad. It does him good. It makes a better man of him.
It rubs out a multitude of his old unworthy biases and prejudices. It aids in his
religion, for it enlarges his charity and his benevolence, it broadens his views of men
and things…. It liberalizes the Vandal to travel. You never saw a bigoted,
opinionated, stubborn, narrow-minded, self-conceited, almighty mean man in your
life but he had stuck in one place ever since he was born and though God made the
world and dyspepsia and bile for his especial comfort and satisfaction. So I say, by
all means let the American Vandal go on traveling, and let no man discourage him.132
The speech contained little that could be called irreverence and apart from some slight
deflating of the romance of Venice and other European cities, it reads mostly as a paean to
travel by a man who could be considered something of a liberalized vandal himself.
Much of Twain’s humor was found in his peculiar delivery and his unique physical
presence. The Chicago Tribune provided a lengthy description of the “well-known
humorist” following his performance on January 7, 1869, which read, in part:
Blessed with long legs, he is tall, reaching five feet ten inches in his boots; weight,
167 pounds; body lithe and muscular; head round and well set on considerable neck,
and feet of no size within the ken of a shoemaker, so he gets his boots and stockings
always made to order. …He smokes tobacco. Drink never crosses the threshold of
his humorous mouth. Fun lurks in the corners of it. The eyes are deep set and twinkle
like stars in a dark night. The brow overhangs the eyes, and the head is protected
from the weather by dark and curling locks. The face is eminently a good one, a
laughing face, beaming with humor and genuine good nature. He looks as if he would
make a good husband and a jolly father. …His manner is peculiar; he hangs round
casual way, thought, &—do not mean anything—anything personal by it.” It is unclear whether this
portion of the lecture was given in Elmira, N.Y. when Olivia Langdon was present.
131 Letter from Samuel L. Clemens to Mary Mason Fairbanks, 12 October 1868 · Hartford, Conn., (UCCL
02758).
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loose, leaning on the desk, or flirting round the corners of it; then marching and
counter-marching in the rear of it, marking off ground by the yard with his
tremendous boots. … His voice is a long monotonous drawl, well adapted to his style
of speaking. The fun invariably comes in at the end of a sentence, after a pause.
When the audience least expects it, some dry remark drops and tickles the ribs, and
endangers the waist buttons of the "laughists."133
Twain’s embodiment of his humor through his body, voice, and speech were commented on
more often than the contents of his lectures in most reviews over the course of his lyceum
career between 1868 and 1873. Many reviews of Twain’s speeches highlighted the
importance of Twain’s performance as central to the humor of the event, and the reviews that
attempted to transcribe or paraphrase the speeches were distinctly lifeless.
While the bulk of the reviews discussed Twain’s stage presence, his delivery, and his
unique mixture of humor, poetry, and eloquence, two particular reviews are remarkable.
Following Twain’s performance in Cleveland on November 17, 1868, Mrs. Fairbanks wrote a
review in her husband’s paper, the Herald. As would be expected, the review was glowing.
But the terms of the approbation are highly telling as expressions of hopeful praise meant to
convince other audiences, including the members of lyceum committees, that the humorist
“Mark Twain” was respectable entertainment. The audience was ready to “criticize closely
this new candidate for their favor,” but he quickly won his judges’ favor and held their
attention “by the magnetism of his varied talent.”134 Undoubtedly at Twain’s request, the
review does not provide any transcript of the lecture, and claims not to want to damage the
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beauty of the lecture—“for beauty and poetry it certainly possessed, though the production of
a profound humorist.” The praise continues: for the amusing stories, for the gem-like
descriptions, for the word painting, and for the “good-natured recital of the characteristics of
the harmless ‘Vandal’.” The reviewer found no hint of irreverence. The review concludes:
We congratulate Mr. Twain upon having taken the tide of public favor “at the flood”
in the lecture field, and having conclusively proved that a man may be a humorist
without being a clown. He has elevated his profession by his graceful delivery and by
recognizing in his audience something higher than merely a desire to laugh. We can
assure the cities who await his coming that a rich feast is in store for them and
Cleveland is proud to offer him the first laurel leaf, in his role as lecturer this side of
the "Rocky-slope."
The review gave official sanction to Mark Twain’s increasing respectability and the
consequent shedding of his irreverence. Unlike the reviews of Twain’s lectures in California,
none of the extant reviews discuss his attitude toward the sacred.
One review was highly critical of Mark Twain. Several days before his lecture, the
Iowa City Republican declared that, although they had not heard “the celebrated humorist”
lecture, he had earned a reputation as a speaker “that he could not have made without
merit.”135 The reviewer was later disappointed. “As a lecture it was a humbug,” the review
stated:
As an occasion for laughter on very small capital of wit or ideas it was a success.
There were one or two passages of some merit. His apostrophe to the Sphinx was
decidedly good, as was also his description of the ruins of the Parthenon, and of
Athens by moonlight. Some touches of Venice did very well, but it was impossible to
know when he was talking in earnest and when in burlesque. It was amusing and
interesting to see such a crowd of people laughing together, even though we knew
half of them were ashamed that they were laughing at such very small witticisms. We
were very much disappointed that there was so little substance to his lecture. We
would not give two cents to hear him again.136
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The distinction between earnest substance and humorous burlesque was the pivot on which
the lecture’s humor turns, with passages of “word painting” alternating with moments of
levity. For example, the vivid description of Athens and the Parthenon by moonlight
mentioned in the review ends with Twain apostrophizing about walking in the same steps as
Plato, Aristotle, and Herodotus until he and his comrades get to stealing grapes and get
marched back to the ship by a military escort. He concluded: “ah, I never traveled in so
much state in all my life.”137
At this date, the inclusion of a humorist as an official part of a lyceum course was
still a novelty, and few reviews questioned Twain’s role on the lecture stage. But this one
review previews a split that would grow between reviews of his lectures that found Twain’s
fun to be worthwhile, as evidenced by the audience’s laughter, and those who found fault
with his humor as being of poor quality or as out of place in the lyceum. For these reviewers,
the respectable portions of the audience laughed, if they did so at all, because others did and
with a certain shame. Reviews of Twain’s lectures increasingly split between those who
found pleasure in laughter and those who reacted in disgust to the shameful laughter that
Twain inspired.
Twain returned to the lyceum circuit the following winter, from November 1869 to
January 1870, with a version of the lecture, “Our Fellow Savages of the Sandwich Islands.”
Unlike his Vandal lecture, the Sandwich Islands speech contained a more direct burlesque of
American exceptionalism that some audience members found unfunny. The humorous

wretchedly imposed upon by Mark Twain, and so of course were the audience.” They noted Twain was the
only lecturer in the series whose personal character was not known and that the next speaker, Oliver O.
Howard, was of impeccable character. Twain wrote a letter of apology.
137 Lorch, 293.
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critique of America’s imperial pretensions is evident in Twain’s use of the exaggerative style
of “American humor” to make fun, in both senses, of the ideas of “civilized” and “savage”
that underwrote American superiority. While Twain’s lecture audiences laughed at his
unique performance style, or at the verbal humor of his descriptions, they also laughed at
Twain’s deflation of cherished cultural concepts. For instance, Twain turned the role of
civilization in the decline of native population into a joke:
When these islands were discovered the population was about 400,000, but the white
man came and brought various complicated diseases, and education, and civilization,
and all sorts of calamities, and consequently the population began to drop off with
commendable activity. Forty years ago they were reduced to 200,000, and the
educational and civilizing facilities being increased they dwindled down to 55,000,
and it is proposed to send a few more missionaries and finish them off. 138
By placing civilization and education in the same conceptual category as calamity, Twain
mocked the efforts of missionaries and others who aimed to improve a foreign society but
ended up as agents of disaster.
While Twain’s continual success as a lecturer demonstrates the fact that a majority of
his audience found his performances funny, one exception demonstrates the possibility that
Twain’s views would be looked at as a critique of American values. In January 1870, Twain
gave the Sandwich Islands lecture in Jamestown, New York. A review in the next day’s
Jamestown Journal expressed the consternation the lecture might cause, as the reviewer held
that the lecture had offered no new or valuable information about the Islands but had been
silly and in poor taste. The “victim” of the lecture claimed that Twain insulted America with
his comparison of America with cannibals, and that “his intimation that civilization was
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responsible for the decrease in population there is another insult to America.”139 The author
was especially incensed by the descriptions of cannibalism, writing:
In equally bad taste was his reference to cannibalism. That incident about the poor
old sea-captain who was so barbarously devoured was of course affecting, but why
need he to introduce it without giving the moral to it—especially as he said he told it
only for the moral that was in it? Is it not an evidence to Twain’s excessive stupidity
that he could tell that story as he confessed, forty or fifty times without once giving
the moral to it.140
By so obviously missing the joke, the reviewer decried the inclusion of comic lecturers in
lyceum programs. Expecting a serious and informative lecture, this auditor experienced
“shame, disgust, annoyance, chagrin, and mortification” rather than the laughter of the “silly
young people” who enjoyed the performance.141 It could be argued that such sanctimonious
“victims” were the true targets of Mark Twain’s satire, although Twain preferred his
audience to laugh rather than to cringe in shame and disgust. This review demonstrates that,
if Twain’s lectures failed to provoke laughter, they might instead incite anger at their critique
of audience expectations.
The possibility of Twain’s humor striking some audience members as shameful was
clearly on the mind of Twain and his publisher as they prepared The Innocents Abroad for
publication in 1869. The lectures that Twain had given on the subject in California and on
the lyceum circuit had shown Twain’s awareness of the problem of irreverence, especially in
relation to discussions of the Holy Land, which he had merely avoided in his later “American
Vandal” lecture. For the book, this issue could not be avoided, as Twain had to include his
139
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observations on the Holy Land, as this was a central part of the tour, and he needed a large
amount of material to fill out the book’s necessary length of 600 or so pages.

“Just the thing for fire-side reading”: Critical evaluations of The Innocents Abroad
Published and sold by subscription, The Innocents Abroad was issued in July 1869 in
the midst of a slump in the book industry that had depressed trade sales. Twain’s decision to
publish the book through a subscription publisher highlighted the division between his
popularity in terms of sales and the discomfort that his popularity caused the literary
establishment. In writing of Mark Twain’s relationships with his editors, Hamlin Hill notes
that Mark Twain never complained of the tactics of the subscription publisher, which Hill
holds to be nothing short of nefarious. As long as the books were selling to his satisfaction,
Mark Twain held subscription publishing in high regard, but when sales flagged or missed
expectations, Twain blasted his publishers with his most fiery wrath.142 Hill finds in Twain’s
dealings with his publishers an ambivalence between commercial success and literary
respectability. He writes: “One of Mark Twain’s aquiline eyes was on the cash box, while
the other focused on the almost ascetically high-minded world of the New England literary
Brahmins.”143 This generalization is true of Mark Twain in the 1870s, but in the late 1860s
the question was not literature but lucre.
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The promotion of The Innocents Abroad took two major forms: the subscription
prospectus, or “sales dummy,” and newspaper reviews.144 Twain had varying views on the
value of newspaper promotion, asking Bliss not to send copies of The Innocents Abroad for
review but also blaming lower sales of Roughing It on a lack of newspaper attention. Hamlin
Hill, documenting the history of Twain’s relation with Bliss, notes that Twain blamed Bliss
no matter what he did, so Bliss largely did what he thought was best in promoting the book
through the content of the prospectus and through newspaper reviews.145 As Nancy Cook
has argued, by publishing via subscription, Mark Twain became not only the author of his
books, but their “maker” in a way different from the romanticized literary productions
associated with publishers like Ticknor and Fields.146
The audience for subscription books is unclear and probably so diffuse as to escape a
full classification. On a basic level, subscription books were not sold in bookstores and were
only available for purchase from canvassing agents, both male and female. The average
subscription book cost roughly three times the cost of a trade book, depending on the binding
chosen (between $3.50 and $5.00 for The Innocents Abroad). Subscription books were
longer than average trade books, featured more illustrations, and were printed on higher
quality paper. These traits led to a common view that the books were objects of display, not
actually for reading. George Ade, a realist author and humorist of the late 19th and early 20th
century, wrote of the subscription trade following Twain’s death:
…The new books came a year apart, and each was meant for the center table, and it
had to be so thick and heavy and emblazoned with gold that it could keep company
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with the bulky and high-priced Bible.
Books were bought by the pound. Sometimes the agent was a ministerial
person in black clothes and a stove-pipe hat. Maiden ladies and widows, who
supplemented their specious arguments with private tales of woe, moved from one
small town to another feeding upon prominent citizens. Occasionally the prospectus
was unfurled by an undergraduate of a freshwater college working for the money to
carry him another year.
The book agents varied, but the book was always the same, -- many pages,
numerous steel engravings, curly-cue tail-pieces, platitudes, patriotism, poetry,
sentimental mush. One of the most popular, still resting in many a dim sanctuary, was
known as "Mother, Home, and Heaven." A ponderous collection of "Poetical Gems"
did not involve the publishers in any royalty entanglements. …
Nobody really wanted these books. They were purchased because the agents
knew how to sell them, and they seemed large for the price, and, besides, every wellfurnished home had to keep something on the center table.147
The boys of the seventies, Ade writes, discovered Twain when they were expecting Tupper
and were delivered from a “Mausoleum into a Temple of Mirth.” The majority of
subscription books were travel books, books of history or what was called ethnology, or
bland collections of wit and wisdom. Mark Twain’s books stand out in the history of such
books as some of the best-selling subscription books and as the main subscription offerings
discussed in larger cultures of letters as being “literature.”
In issuing a sales prospectus for agents to present to potential customers, Bliss
selected approximately ten percent of The Innocents Abroad for presentation, including the
front material and a selection of passages and illustrations. Two versions of the prospectus
were issued, with 1,231 delivered with the first copies of the book in July; 2,061 were
ordered overall.148 Hill notes that the first version of the prospectus focused on passages of
“fairly low humor and burlesque of sentimentality, highfalutin airs, and erudition.”149 The
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second version of the prospectus replaced a passage of broad burlesque with the description
of the Sphinx, which had been a highlight of reviews of Twain’s lectures as a quality piece of
“word painting.” Hill speculates that this change reflects Bliss’s growing awareness of
Twain’s more literary values and the value of selling Twain’s quality writing “to an audience
who wanted at least a tiny taste of the merits of accepted, cultivated literature.”150
The major thrust of the prospectus was its presentation of Mark Twain’s position as
an “original” and “unique” observer, one who saw well-known sights differently than writers
before him had. Each version reprinted the preface to the book, in which Twain framed the
book not as a scientific record or conventional travel book, but as a “pleasure trip” and a
“record of a pic-nic.” His purpose, he wrote, was “to suggest to the reader how he would be
likely to see Europe and the East if he looked at them with his own eyes instead of the eyes of
those who traveled in those countries before him.”151 A promotional description, placed at
the end of both versions of the prospectus, emphasized the author’s “new and entirely
original view of persons, place and things abroad, describing them as they appeared to him.”
Echoing the positive critiques of his lectures, the blurb trumpeted “humorous and witty
delineations,” “vivid and sparkling descriptions,” and “fresh and amusing anecdotes.” The
description ends with a fascinating statement:
While running over with wit and humor, and sharp with satire upon many of the
customs and follies of the age, it still teams with glowing descriptions, and with
elegant and classical allusions. The scholar will find pleasure in its perusal as well as
others. No one will rise from its reading without having a better and clearer
knowledge of the countries it describes than ever before, and more ability to judge
between truth and fiction in what he may read respecting them in the future.
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Linking humor, satire, description, classical allusions, and more, the prospectus aims for the
widest possible audience by trying to convince every reader that the book is “unique” and
provides the reader with a sense of just how he would see the same sights, flattering the
reader that he also had a keen sense of humor. In the prospectus, this blurb was located after
the book selections facing a full-page poster with an illustration of Mark Twain as a traveler,
wearing a suit coat over a mixture of pioneer and American Indian garb, with a travel case in
one hand and a tomahawk in the other—the image of a western savage abroad.

Figure 7. Poster from prospectus for The Innocents Abroad152
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Reflecting a concern with how Twain was framed as a humorist and writer within the
larger culture of American letters, the second version of the sales dummy reprinted four
pages of “Paragraphs from Notices of this Book” and a one page “Opinions of the Press.”
The notices were drawn from a four-page advertising circular that Bliss had printed, which
included the notices, a version of the poster in Figure 7, the advertising puff discussed above,
and a page of price listings.153 The page of “Opinions of the Press” consisted of four reviews
of Twain’s “American Vandals” lecture, with Mary Fairbanks’s review from the Cleveland
Herald as the first on the page. Additionally, two pre-publication notices of Twain’s book
were printed, including one from the Elmira Daily Gazette that was based on advance sheets
it had received, presumably from Twain on a visit to Olivia Langdon. This notice contains a
description of Twain’s book that argues for his elevation beyond his place as a mere funny
man. The book’s scenes, it reads:
are treated in that peculiarly attractive vein of power and genuine humor, which has
made him widely famous, and placed him at the head of the witty writers of America.
Mr. Clemens, however, is something besides a literary humorist. There occurs in his
writing a blending of sentiment and thought as fine and striking as they are beautiful
and sparkling—ideas as clear and penetrating as his humor is fresh. From what we
have seen of his new book we are led to believe that it will do much towards
advancing his reputation, and establish it on an enduring basis. That it will be a
success is already assured.
This paragraph frames the key questions of the reviews of the books that would follow: was
the book something more than mere humor and, if so, what did the quality of the book mean
for Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation?
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Twain and Bliss paid close attention to reviews, and they each collected early reviews
for advertising use and timed later reviews to coordinate with the presence of canvassers in
particular cities. On September 2, 1869, Twain wrote Bliss about his idea to print a selection
of “Notices of the Press” to distribute with the book’s canvassers.154 In this letter, Twain
asked when an agent would be in Buffalo to canvass for the book, so that Bliss could solicit
reviews at that time, which helps to explain the wide range of review dates for the book. On
October 9, the Buffalo Express printed an advertising supplement with thirty-nine press
notices of Twain’s new job as editor of the paper and forty-six with selections from reviews
of The Innocents Abroad.155 For these reviews, Twain relied on a selection of notices printed
in the new version of the sales prospectus, which had been issued some time in September
and contained selections from twenty-eight reviews.156
Reviews of The Innocents Abroad were extensive. The Buffalo Express claimed that
over 1,200 newspapers had reviewed the book. Louis Budd, in his collection of reviews,
lists ninety-three total reviews, including English notices, between July 28, 1869 and April
1871. Whether numbering over a thousand or closer to one hundred, the book was reviewed
more than any of Twain’s books between 1865-1879. The reviews cover a similar range of
topics: Twain’s reputation as a humorist and the wide circulation of his works leading up to
publication, the high quality of the book and of Twain’s humor and its mixture with other
modes of writing, especially quality description, the laughter the book inspired, the question
154
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of irreverence, and the effect of the book on Twain’s reputation as a humorist. While Twain
and his publisher were clearly concerned about the book’s perceived irreverence affecting its
sales, the reviews were almost uniformly positive, even when they wished Twain had left out
some passages that others might consider irreverent.
In introducing the book to its readers, many reviews assume that readers would know
who Mark Twain was and may have already read many of his works. Others introduced
Twain by describing his reputation as a humorist, prefaced with the words “rollicking,”
“original,” distinguished,” and of course “American.” For the Saturday Evening Review of
Elmira, Twain was “the prince of American humorists,” and the Toledo Commercial opined
that “Mr. Clemens is the most elegant of the popular humorists of his day, and he deserves
the reputation he has gained.”157 Highlighting the tendency to use both “Clemens” and
“Twain” in reference to the author, the Albany Journal began its review by noting that “Mr.
Samuel L. Clemens—the Mark Twain of ‘Mark Twain’ of current literature—is deservedly
one of our most popular humorists.”158 Reviews consistently noted that Twain’s stories and
travel letters had already circulated widely in newspapers, especially singling out “The
Jumping Frog” as central to establishing his reputation as a humorist. The Cleveland Leader,
for instance, observed that “the inimitable drolleries of Mark Twain had become current coin
in the newspapers,” and that many had judged the jumping frog story to be “the best piece of
humor in American literature.”159
The fact that the book was a subscription book did not seem to affect the number of
reviews, as some scholars have argued, but it did affect the timing of reviews, and many of
157
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the reviews commented on the extra padding required to make it subscription length.160 The
New York Evening Post concluded its review with a line of praise, tempered by a critique of
the length. The praise (highlighted in bold) was included in the prospectus without the
concluding point:
The Innocents Abroad contains many scenes of real merriment that few can read
without laughter; the cleverness, frankness and catholic spirit of the writer are
everywhere apparent; but the volume is much too ponderous, and would have been
more acceptable to the public, and more creditable to the author’s well-established
reputation, had it been less by two-thirds.161
While a number of reviews echo this point, several others held that the book could very well
have been longer. The Paterson Guardian, in another instance excerpted in the prospectus (in
bold), stated: “It is a large book—a very large book—but then a reading of a few pages is
sufficient to convince the reader that Mark is equal to it, and could stand a good deal
longer one. The public could also.”162
Almost every review discusses the qualities of Twain’s humor, often repeating a
number of key words that were in common critical use as terms of approval for humor: droll,
honest, genial, genuine, original, quaint, and racy. Multiple reviews praised Twain for his
use of proper English grammar, rather than “resorting to the trick of misspelling words,
which even Lowell was not ashamed to pursue, and which has been adopted by a brigade of
adventurers.”163 Echoing the critical praise for his lectures, numerous reviews discussed
Twain’s abilities beyond humor in the realms of description and eloquence, such as the New
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York Sun’s view that “Aside from its mirth, the book abounds in clear and graphic
description, and now and then the author indulges in sentimental writing and bursts of
eloquence quite in contrast with his levity on other pages. Altogether the book is both
instructive and entertaining…”164 As evidence of the quality of eloquence, the reviews
occasionally quoted Twain’s description of the Sphinx, while more often citing his tears at
finding the grave of a relative at the Tomb of Adam as the height of levity. An illustration of
the Sphinx was included in the sales dummy (see below), but the illustration of the Tomb of
Adam was not; however, this association would become a popular trope when illustrating
Twain, as would his association with jumping frogs. Reviews held that the quality of Mark
Twain’s humor was enhanced by the mixture of fun and fact, of eloquence and clear
description, of sentiment and the occasional pathos.

Figure 8. “Pyramids and the Sphynx” from sales dummy of The Innocents Abroad165
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The main factor by which the book was judged was its ability to incite laughter. One
major historical meaning of laughter in the nineteenth century was in its use as a medicinal
panacea, a view that held that laughter was a medical benefit, no matter the cause.166 Several
of the reviews recommend the book as a cure for “dyspepsia” and other diseases. One such
review in the Saturday Evening Review’s held:
It is not only a readable, but an enjoyable book, good for the blues, lively for
dyspepsia, a damper on melancholy, a solace for many woes, an enlivener for
anybody who has been lately dabbling in gold stocks. …the verriest old blue stocking
cannot read it without laughing at its rare and strange combinations of facts and
incidents.—It is probably one of the best specimens of quaint and characteristic
American humor, and too liberal effects can be avoided by imbibing in interrupted
doses—not swallowing the whole at once.167
In a passage quoted in the sales prospectus, the Newark Advertiser also warned its readers to
“rest your ribs” because Twain’s passages of eloquence and sentiment fail to provide enough
relief—“There is more fun in it than it is safe to swallow at once.”168
Some references to the book’s fun did reference the moral dimensions of
entertainment. The review in the Hartford Courant pointed out the moral dimensions of
laughter in a quote that was only partially included in the sales prospectus (which is in bold):
“With a dislike for a good many things in it that are not refined, and with the best intention to
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frown down on the book, very few will be able to read it without laughing at least half the
time. It may be absurd, but it certainly is funny.”169 For certain perceived audiences,
Twain’s humor was not refined, but it caused people to smile who might wish to frown. The
review from the Fairbanks’s Cleveland Herald, while probably not written by “Mother,”
promoted Twain’s book as more than a “funny book,” holding that Twain was superior to
most humorists of his kind and that the reader’s response would reflect this fact: “It is
sufficient to say that Mark Twain manages to tickle the risibilities of his readers, and that the
readers are not ashamed of being provoked to laughter on such slight occasion.”170 As
reviewers of Twain’s books and lectures would occasionally point out, there was laughter
that one should be ashamed of and which the humorist should be ashamed of producing. No
such shameful laughter is found in this review, although the reviewer must justify Twain as
something more than “a mere buffoon or professional joke maker” and address the big
question of the reviews—the issue of Twain’s irreverence.
A majority of the reviews discuss the irreverence of the book, especially in relation to
Twain’s treatment of the Holy Land and religious subjects, but also in relation to a general
tone of approaching all subjects in a humorous manner. Critics often used the terms
“flippant,” “profane,” “sacred,” “reverent,” and especially “coarse” when discussing this
question. A reviewer in the Saturday Evening Review of Elmira, writing under the name
“Ishmael,” argued that the book was of high quality but that it faced one major problem:
To many minds, alas! for what human work can be perfect, this book has one blot
that I fear will mar its sale—its apparent irreverence, its playful allusions to matters
that a large portion of mankind have been taught to regard as sacred. It is dangerous
169
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in the extreme for one depending on the people of Christian lands for his success in
life, to rub up violently or pleasantly, against religious prejudices.171
Based on Bliss and Twain’s editing of the selected reviews for the prospectus, they were
keenly aware of the charge of irreverence and were eager to erase this question from the sales
pitch for the book. However, few reviews see Twain’s treatment of such subjects as an
impediment to sales. The majority of reviewers either argue that the book is not actually
irreverent, despite what people say, or that the incidents of irreverence might have been better
left out but that Twain was in fact “earnest” in his humor.
Reviews that charge Twain with irreverence largely noted the presence of some
questionable material, while also promoting the book as worth reading. The San Francisco
Evening Bulletin, for instance, held that Twain is “occasionally coarse, but never ill natured.”
The review then excoriates him for “offenses against good taste” by holding nothing to be
sacred and wishes that he had treated the Holy Land “less flippantly, with less levity, and a
greater deference to the feelings of those more reverent and strong of faith.”172 But despite
focusing almost entirely on incidents of Twain’s irreverence, the review ends by stating: “But
barring these minor blemishes, the book is one of the most fresh, breezy, stimulating, and
delightful we have read in many a day.” No review recommends the reader avoid the book,
and the vast majority in fact recommend it to readers.
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Perhaps the strongest case of a review that leveled strong criticisms, while
recommending the book and providing sales copy for Twain, was the review of the New
York Tribune. In mid-August, Twain requested a review from Whitelaw Reid, editor of the
Tribune, where Twain had published several Quaker City letters and other pieces.173 The
review appeared on August 27 and clearly took exception with Twain’s irreverence, writing:
Mr. Clemens has an abominable irreverence for tradition and authority,—which
sometimes unfortunately degenerates into an offensive irreverence for things which
other men hold sacred,—and makes not the slightest hesitation at expressing his
opinions in the very plainest possible language, no matter how unorthodox they may
be. There is nothing which he fears to laugh at, and though some people may wish
that he had been a little more tender of the romance of travel, it is certainly refreshing
to find a tourist who does not care…174
On September 7, Twain wrote to thank Reid for the review: “Certainly & surely it is n’t every
adventurer’s maiden experiment that fares so kindly at the hands of the press as mine has, &
so if it don’t sell a prodigious edition, after all the compliments & the publicity it has
received, the fault will lie elsewhere than with the press.”175 Twain seems to have ignored
the Tribune’s criticism in his letter and in his subsequent use of it in the book’s sales dummy.
Eliding the critical sting, the notice from the Tribune was quoted as follows, beginning where
the above quote ends:
It is refreshing to find a tourist who does not care what other tourists have said before
him. Mark Twain must be rated as the chief representative of that peculiar kind of
humor whose principal elements are not bad spelling and verbal burlesque, for he
does not practice these arts. The greater part of his book is pure fun, and its freshness
is wonderfully well sustained.176
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The excerpt of the review cited in the advertising review was transformed from: “But aside
from religious traditions and the light treatment of them, this is a book which must be read to
be thoroughly enjoyed” to “The ‘Innocents Abroad’ must be read to be thoroughly enjoyed.”
Throughout the notices of the book reprinted in the prospectus and in the Buffalo Express,
criticism of the book’s irreverence is cut in favor of the portions of the reviews that praise
Twain’s humor and the book’s value.
Writing to Bliss, Twain displayed an evident concern over the question of irreverence
and the censorship of the issue for advertising purposes. On September 3, he wrote of the
New York Herald’s review: “Yes the Herald’s is a good notice & will help the book along.
The irreverence of the volume appears to be a tip-top good feature of it, financially
diplomatically speaking, though I wish with all my heart there wasn’t an irreverent passage in
it.”177 In some of the notices, the reviewer attempts to make such a distinction between the
truly sacred and those “humbugs” or “shams” that are claimed to be holy but are not, such as
the large quantities of relics passed off as real. The Elmira Advertiser expressed a somewhat
common sentiment in writing that “an occasional allusion, which borders on irreverence, we
could well wish omitted, but his wholesome satirical attacks upon everything in the way of
hypocrisy, sham and cant, we sincerely thank him for.”178 A more frequent tack was to
acknowledge the occasional profane sentiment but to argue for a deeper reverence underlying
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Twain’s fun. The Cleveland Herald, in its prominent role as Twain defender, argued that his
role as “the laughing philosopher” forced him to counter the reverence of the travel party by
making fun of what others held sacred. In reality, the reviewer argues, Twain’s “antic
disposition” belies an earnest appreciation of the sublime and beautiful.179 Overall, the
general critical thrust was that the irreverence of the book was minor, if present at all.
The idea that the book might be hurt by its attitude toward the Holy Land and other
sacred subjects may have simply been a critical shibboleth critics used to argue that they got
the joke that other critics, more staid and less joyful, had missed. The New York Herald
averred that their reading of the book’s humor saw the real point of Twain’s seemingly
irreverent approach to the Holy Land: “This part of the work some over-pious and fastidious
critics have condemned because, as they urge, of its levity. We cannot find anything so very
irreverent in his account. He merely insists upon taking a comical view of the situation.”180
The Syracuse Standard similarly took up Twain’s cause against “critics of the ultra refined
order” who had criticized the book. In an unusual stance, the reviewer took the irreverence
of the book to be its main selling point, writing that “if we had written just such a book …,
we would consider it the highest praise if we were told that we were not a bit reverent in it.
Its lack of reverence is to us the chiefest charm of The Innocents.” Taking up the main point
of the book’s preface, the review notes that Twain saw “just what all of us would see under
the same circumstances” and told the truth, rather than what he thought he should say based
on outdated authorities, which is their definition of reverence. The newspaper Flags of Our
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Union praised Twain for avoiding the “weakness or wickedness” of other humorists, writing
that “no cheek need ever blush at his lucubrations, a model for those who think that fun must
be boisterous, indelicate, or profane.”181
One final review, from the Unitarian weekly Liberal Christian, argued for a new way
of looking at Twain as an author and social figure. Instead of addressing the question
directly, the review praises Twain’s work on an entirely different level, which the sales
prospectus of the book quoted at length. The passage read, in part:
Here are no homilies; no essays on politics, no discussion of philosophies, or art, or
archaeology; yet the book preaches nevertheless, and is full of health and aglow with
that cheerful, hopeful, wholesome religion which has so much faith that it does not
fear to crack a joke or to make one. It tells a great deal that other and more serious
writers consider it beneath their dignity to tell, and it keeps striking the spear-point of
its shrewd Yankee common sense into the cracks and crevices of antique customs and
institutions until we half expect a general tumbling down of European civilization
upon the Pilgrims' heads.182
Elevating Twain above both the low buffoon and the merely entertaining humorist, the
review makes the humorist a type of preacher, but a preacher in a different sense than Twain
had meant when he discussed his “calling” to humor with his siblings in 1865. This manner
of equation of humor with a serious purpose signified a new level of meaning for Twain’s
humor, although the review qualifies its praise by noting that the main value of the book
would be to interest large numbers of people in its topics than a more “serious” volume
would, leading them to read more and better books than Twain’s.
While irreverence was a major critical concern, many reviews mentioned nothing
about the subject, implicitly approving of Twain’s stance. Other reviews focused on the
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relational position of Mark Twain as a humorist was a major topic of consideration, as critics
speculated on whether the book had solidified his position as heir to Artemus Ward’s school
of “American humor,” or whether Mark Twain might be something more as a humorist.
Many compared his humor favorably to the school of humorists with whom he was usually
classed. The quality of Twain’s humor, in its mixture of humor with artistic writing and in its
(mostly) solid moral outlook, recast his position in relation to other humorists with whom he
was associated.
Apart from his designation as a “humorist,” no clear critical consensus emerged, and
not every review took up the question of Mark Twain’s position in the hierarchy of American
humor. Some reviews held that the success of The Innocents Abroad had elevated Twain’s
role as an “American humorist,” as when the New York Leader stated that “Mark Twain is
now at the head of American humorists. His keen satire, his glowing wit, his quaint humor,
are as much a part of American literature as the best productions of John Phoenix and
Artemus Ward.”183 While Twain’s position in the foremost ranks of these humorists might
have been an enviable place, other reviews reminded readers of the distinction between
merely entertaining humor and quality humor of a higher sort:
America has, within the past few years, developed a new type of humor. If it is not
very elevating, it is unique, and if it does not satisfy the wants of the more critical, it
ministers to the pleasure of ‘the million.’ People who cannot relish Thackeray will
go into ecstasies over Orpheus Kerr; people to whom Dickens is dully and dreary,
will split their sides over Josh Billings. And the fact that this style of humor is as
popular in England as it is with us, may be accepted as evidence of its genuineness.184
The reviewer argues for a humor that is more refined, one that finds a home with both British
and American audiences, thereby elevating American works and, implicitly, American
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audiences. The popular American humor of the million is here compared to quality English
humor, although the popularity of the American humorists in England elevated their works.
In the context of these “fun-creating worthies,” Mark Twain possesses the best traits of this
American fun and something more: “He is something more than a literary harlequin—
something more than a dislocator of parts of speech.” As the review then focused on multiple
instances of Twain’s irreverence while praising his work as “fresh, breezy, stimulating, and
delightful,” the praise of Twain read not so much as a critical conclusion on Twain’s value as
a humorist as it does a telling incident of the critical consternation many reviewers exhibited
as they tried to make sense of Twain’s book.
Displaying this confusion, reviewers sought to define what “American humor”
consisted of if its newest star did not incorporate cacography, what many found to be its most
obvious characteristic. 185 The New York Tribune sought to redefine this school of humor to
include Twain by writing that:
Mr. Clemens, since the death of Charles F. Browne, must be rated as the chief
representative of that peculiar kind of humor in which Artemus Ward was without
parallel. It is a humor whose principal elements are not bad spelling and verbal
burlesque, for Mark Twain does not practice those arts, but a sort of solemn audacity
and a wild commingling of the most incongruous ideas.186
This passage is the only excerpt selected for the sales prospectus that discusses Mark Twain’s
reputation as a humorist, although the passage was edited to read:
Mark Twain must be rated as the chief representative of that peculiar kind of humor
whose principal elements are not bad spelling and verbal burlesque, for he does not
practice these arts. The greater part of his book is pure fun, and its freshness is
wonderfully well sustained.
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This editing dislocates the review’s meaning by moving Twain from the center of a school of
humorists to something outside, and above, those humorists who are mere bad spellers.
Twain and Bliss seem to have been eager to disassociate Twain from his fellow humorists in
order to make him a unique product. 187
A few reviewers took a further step in positioning Mark Twain’s literary-critical
reputation by relating him to quality humorists from England. The Toledo Commercial held
that “Mr. Clemens is the most elegant of the popular humorists of the day, and he deserves
the reputation he has gained. But, as in the case of Hood and as must always be the case
where there is true humor, there is a deeper vein of sense and of feeling.”188 The Albany
Journal also elevated Twain’s reputation as a humorist through comparison to English
humorists but argued that the change was one of type, not just degree. Even Lowell had
resorted to the trick of poor spelling, the review held, but Twain’s book “has very much
increased our respect for ‘Mark Twain’s’ abilities. We shall not longer be willing to assign
him to the school of caricature in which ‘Nasby’ and ‘Artemus Ward’ are bright and shining
lights. His genius belongs rather to the refined and scholarly class of which Charles Lamb
and Theodore Hook were the brightest specimens.”189 As Twain would learn on his later
visits to England, the comparison to English authors, and the approval of the English in
general, greatly improved one’s reputation as a humorist in America.
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As the book’s reputation and sales spread, a few late reviews appeared that took stock
of the success of the book. A review from March 1870, written by Twain’s friend David
Gray of the Buffalo Courier, noted that the book was already a “household word throughout
the land” in which multitudes of readers had “feasted on its fun.” The book had taken
pictures of Europe and the East, which had then been “stereopitconned upon the American
mind by its vivid and life-like pictures.” While the book was not faultless, Gray held that it
was so good as to auger for Twain’s future greatness not only as a humorist but also as a
literary man, writing that he possessed a rare gift of language and rhetoric. Gray continued:
“Add to these gifts of his, the rare and high one of humor, and the matchless art of storytelling, and we have an equipment which ought to do great things—to add something
permanent to literature—to produce books which will make the world’s heart genial centuries
hence.”190 Unsurprisingly, Mark Twain later selected Gray as one of the few critics, along
with Howells and Charles Dudley Warner, who should receive advanced copies of his books
so as to set a positive critical tone.
Writing more than a year after the publication of the book, a reviewer for the
Philadelphia Press classified Mark Twain as “one of the three great living American prose
humorists—the other two being Dr. Holmes, the genial and gifted Autocrat, and Francis Bret
Harte, now or lately of San Francisco. These three are great, each in his way—that is, with a
difference—because they do not resort to the trick of trying to amuse by willfully elaborate
bad spelling, but produce the desired effects, in a legitimate manner, by wit and humor,
which have an undercurrent of pathos.”191 Such statements raised “Mark Twain” beyond any
previous critical evaluation of his place in the hierarchy of American humor. The improved
190
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literary-critical status signified by Twain’s comparison with Holmes and Harte might reflect
the critical influence of the Atlantic Monthly, which had printed a review of Twain’s book in
the December 1869 issue. In this unsigned review, William Dean Howells had praised
Twain’s book as worthy of discussing with the quality humorists of the Atlantic, a critical
opinion of such significant cultural importance that the next chapter is dedicated to exploring
the meaning of Twain’s inclusion in the Atlantic’s critical worldview.
Reviews of the book contained one further theme that would have been gratifying to
both Twain’s interests as an author and Samuel Clemens’s interests as an engaged man: sales.
A review in the New Jersey Journal, quoted in the sales dummy, hinted at the possibility that
critical views might have little effect on reader’s enjoyment:
Criticism of the work is almost impossible; as sufficient gravity of countenance for
the purpose, can hardly be maintained over the volume. To think of, or look at it, is to
smile, but to read it is to overwhelm all criticism with uncontrolable [sic] laughter. It
is truly an original affair, and does credit to its author. …Altogether the book is a
good one; one we can heartily recommend to our readers. It is pure in morals, and just
the thing for fire-side reading. Buy this Book, say we, and, our word for it, you will
not regret the outlay.192
Presumably, the city of Cleveland was targeted for canvassing in late September, as three
papers reviewed the book between the 23rd and 29th. In addition to the Herald’s positive
review, the Cleveland Plain Dealer stated “the mere announcement of publication will create
a demand that the publishers will do well if they can supply,” while the Cleveland Leader
held that “It is hardly too much to say that no book published in this country for years has
been awaited with more feverish anxiety.”193 The newspaper where “Mark Twain” was born
as a contributor, the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, did not so much review the book as
192
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announce its sale to his “thousand friends and admirers” who would be sure to order from the
“lady [who] arrived in town yesterday,” concluding: “But it is unnecessary for us to speak of
its merits or demerits, as everybody will buy it and all that could be said would pass
unheeded in the enjoyment of the work itself.”194 The Saturday Evening Review of Elmira
brought together many of the thread of reviews in a manner that would have surely made
Twain and Bliss hopeful for continued sales, writing: “There is a health about it, and it beams
with a cheerful, hopeful, religious vein—is adapted to all classes, and will undoubtedly
become a welcome visitant to most of the reading firesides scattered throughout the land.”195
Following the issue of the new sales dummy and the Buffalo Express’s advertising
supplement in the fall of 1869, Twain’s concern over sales and promotion continued, and
throughout the fall, he discussed promotion with Bliss.196 In January, he praised Bliss’s
promotion of the book, writing: “Yes, I am satisfied with the way you are running the book.
You are running it in staving, tip-top, first-class style. I never wander into any corner of the
country but I find that an agent has been there before me, and many of that community have
read the book. And on an average about ten people a day come and hunt me up to thank me
and tell me I’m a benefactor!! I guess that is a part of the programme we didn’t expect, in the
first place.”197 Twain then noted that sales in December had been much higher than in
November or January, but that he couldn’t complain about the $4,309.42 royalty check Bliss
had sent, representing profits on a quarterly sale of approximately 23,5000 copies, bringing
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the sale to upwards of 39,000 and over seven thousand dollars in payments.198 The book
maintained an average of 9,000 copies per month during the first three months of 1870 before
reducing to approximately 3,000 per month.199 At the end of one year, just over 77,800
copies had been bound for sale, with approximately 12,000 more bound by the end of the
next year, and 125,749 copies bound at the end of 1879. By the standards of trade
publishing, this was an astonishing success given the fact that the average book sold
approximately 2,000 copies during this period. By the standards of humorous publishing, in
which sales were often higher, Twain’s book qualified as a distinct success. For the
American Publishing Company, the success of The Innocents Abroad was also
unprecedented, allowing the company to expand with more authors and productions, which
would please Twain as stockholder and member of the board of directors from 1873 to
1881.200
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Absurd Literary Remains: The Humorist “Mark Twain”
At the close of the letter to his siblings in October of 1865, Samuel Clemens added a
brief postscript, writing: “P. S. You had better shove this in the stove—for if we strike a
bargain I don’t want any absurd ‘literary remains’ & ‘unpublished letters of Mark Twain’
published after I am planted.”201 Of course, in the one hundred years since Mark Twain was
“planted,” an absurd amount of remains have been published, picked over, and analyzed by
the reading public and by scholars, who have found Mark Twain’s calling to “low
literature—i.e. humorous” to contain a deeper vein of quality.
Examining the literary and cultural remains of “Mark Twain” does not prove that that
quality was there all along, which may very well be a judgment always already contingent on
historical meanings of “literature.” But it does clearly show that the debate over Mark
Twain’s literary-critical reputation was always present. As Mark Twain rose to fame in the
late 1860s and solidified his place as the foremost American humorist of the era, numerous
articles discussed Twain and his relation to other humorists and to the ideas of “American
humor,” “American literature,” and “American culture.” Some of these articles, such as
groups of reviews about individual books or lecture tours, can be interpreted as a group.
Others came into the public sphere individually and do not fit easily into a chronological or
thematic narrative of Mark Twain’s development. Nevertheless, a number of these
discussions are worth noting as indicators of the wide range of places where “Mark Twain”
was discussed and the range of interpretations of his cultural freight.
The case of William Ward is intriguing, as an example. Ward was a minor poet and
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editor of the small newspaper the Macon Beacon of Macon, Mississippi.202 In Albert
Bigelow Paine’s Biography, Ward is mentioned as an exception to the American critics who
held Twain to be merely a humorist. Paine writes: “Ward did not hold a place with the great
magazine arbiters of literary rank. He was only an obscure country editor, but he wrote like a
prophet.”203 Ward published an extended review of American humor in prose from Irving
through Southern humorists like “Sut Lovingood” to Billings, Ward, Nasby, and Twain. Of
the twelve humorists he discussed, he argued that only the popularity of Irving and Twain
would last, writing:
They have all had, or will have their day. Some of them are resting beneath the sod,
and others still live whose work will scarcely survive them. Since Irving no humorist
in prose has held the foundation of a permanent fame except it be Mark Twain, and
this, as is the case of Irving, is because he is a pure writer. Aside from any subtle
mirth that lurks through his composition, the grace and finish of his more didactic
descriptive sentences indicate more than mediocrity.204
The review may have been prophetic, for those scholars who would canonize Mark Twain,
but it is not clear that it had any influence on Mark Twain’s reputation during his lifetime.205
The question of Mark Twain’s role as a humorist circulated in other periodical
cultures separate from the magazines who took as a major subject the relationship between
literature and culture. Mentions of “Mark Twain” popped up occasionally in women’s
magazines, church magazines, and farming magazines, and as Twain became more famous,
his quotes could be found in almost any kind of periodical. The Phrenological Journal of
Science and Health occasionally mentioned Twain and humor in general as part of its
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scientific explorations. In August 1870, an editorial discussed a group portrait labeled
“American Humorists” of “Josh Billings,” “Petroleum V. Nasby,” and “Mark Twain.” The
editorial examined the photograph (included in Figure 9 below, but not in the magazine) for
the hints as to the humor of the men, although their miens show that “there is certainly very
little, in form or expression, to suggest the presence of irrestrainable jollity.”206 In a critical
trope so common that one wonders why any humorist dared to misspell a word, the article
critiques Billings’s “vile orthography” and states that “as we look into his great innocent
face, and think how much his manners, if not his morals, might be improved by a little
attention to the rudiments of English education, we can not resist the schoolmasterly instinct
to tell him so.” Mark Twain, as was now the usual, is praised for his decision not to follow
the example of his fellow humorists, which makes his humor of a higher quality.207 Unique
to this evaluation is the consideration of the humorists’ physical features in connection with
the subject of the magazine, which is worth quoting:
Mark Twain is a quiet, unostentatious, modest-looking genius. He is permitted to
stand in the group, to show—as we presume—that he is head and shoulders above his
co-humorists, which we honestly believe him to be. There is very little in Mark’s
personal presence that would stamp him a funny fellow, and the fact that he really is
funny… is as much a continual surprise to him as it can be to anybody. In fact, so
contradictory are his characteristics of appearance, speech, and action, that we never
think of doubting anything strange which may be said of him—not even what he may
say of himself, which is the strangest of all.
Being outside of literary realms, this evaluation is nonetheless interesting as evidence of how
far Twain’s reputation would travel and how wide was the interest in the subject of humor.
This magazine would discuss Twain at several points throughout the 1870s, a number of
which will be mentioned below.
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Figure 9: The American Humorists, taken in Boston between November 7-13, 1869208
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One further literary remain from 1870 is worth considering—a biography of Mark
Twain written by Josh Billings and printed in the New York Weekly in October 1870, which
provides a sample of the cacography that seems to have been the almost universal bane of
critics and well-liked by the public, if judged by its sales. Several of the descriptions of
Twain touch on the question of the role of the humorist in American culture:
He lives in Buffalo, and what iz most wonderful, and the hardest to
understand, iz sed tew be rich. Wealthy humorists are scarce tew be had, they
generally invest all ov their money as they go along, in the common occurrences of
the day.
Report sez he wont lektur no more. I hope report lies (for once in its life), for
Mark Twain, before an audiance, iz az easy tew understand az strawberries and
cream.
Hiz late book, called “Innocence Abroad,” iz the most delishus history i ever
perused. It haz all the integrity ov the mutliplacashun table, and, at the same time, iz
az full of divitry as “Gulliver’s travels.”…
All genuine humorists (altho fun iz their game, and altho they beleave that
even virtew haz a ridickilus side to her) have in their bottom natur menny places
where they kneell down (in private) and say good things in a low tone.209
These fugitive pieces on Mark Twain do not add up to anything more than their individual
reflections on Twain’s reputation, but they are valuable as evidence of his circulation.
Attempting to capitalize on the success of The Innocents Abroad and for the success
of his marriage to Olivia Langdon on February 2, 1870, Mark Twain was undertaking a
number of projects in the early 1870s: his continued role as editor and contributor to the
Buffalo Express, his first lyceum lecture tour in the winter of 1869-1870, a monthly column
called “Memoranda” for the Galaxy magazine starting in April 1870, and a sequel to his
travel book, which would become Roughing It (1872). In 1870 he also contracted with the
publishers of the Galaxy to release a pamphlet consisting of several of his sketches (cost 40
cents for cloth, 75 for muslin). Publication problems pushed its release past the Christmas
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market thatnTwain had originally aimed for to February 1871. The main feature of this
collection was “Mark Twain’s (Burlesque) Autobiography,” by which he sought, as he said
in the introduction to the piece, to satiate a public demand for his history: “Two or three
persons having at different times intimated that if I would write an autobiography they would
read it, when they got leisure, I yield at last to this frenzied public demand, and herewith
tender my history.” The history of Twain’s line is then traced through a series of brigands,
forgers, “reformers” of the Indians, pirates, missionaries, and other villains of history, all
described through deadpan euphemisms, such as:
Augustus Twain, seems to have made something of a stir about the year 1160. He
was as full of fun as he could be, and used to take his old sabre and sharpen it up, and
get in a convenient place on a dark night, and stick it through people as they went by,
to see them jump. He was a born humorist. But he got to going too far with it; and the
first time he was found stripping one of these parties, the authorities removed one end
of him, and put it up on a nice high place on Temple Bar, where it could contemplate
the people and have a good time. He never liked any situation so much or stuck to it
so long.
At the end of the piece, Twain demurs from telling his own history, at least until he is hanged
or meets some other notable death like his ancestors.
Twain soon feared that this book would hurt his reputation and purchased the
plates.210 The cheap, largely ephemeral forms of the pamphlet and comic almanac had
appealed to Twain, who had seen Josh Billings make large profits made on the comic
almanac, but his shifting literary reputation made such works less appealing as he
increasingly improved the standing of his literary productions, as with his monthly column in
the Galaxy, a higher class of magazine out of New York. That column will be examined in
Chapter Three as a key barometer of his anxiety about his position as a humorist. First, the
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next chapter will examine his move into the most highly respectable of American periodicals,
the Atlantic Monthly, whose positive review of The Innocents Abroad clearly symbolized a
new realm of respectability for the author.
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Chapter Two—“The Company of the Best”:
The Phunny Phellow in the Atlantic Monthly

In late November 1869, Mark Twain visited the offices of the Atlantic Monthly to
thank James T. Fields, then the editor of the magazine, for an unsigned review of The
Innocents Abroad that had recently appeared, which must have gratified Twain as much as it
surprised the Atlantic’s readers. Fields introduced Twain to William Dean Howells, the
assistant editor who had written the review. The two men would eventually become friends,
collaborators, and major American authors, but at the time, both were new figures within
American letters and were establishing vastly different literary-critical reputations. A review
of Mark Twain’s book in this venue was more incongruous at the time than it may seem in
retrospect. Finding a review of a book of collected newspaper humor issued by subscription
may very well have shocked the sophisticated readers of the Atlantic, and the review’s praise
may have been unexpected to readers accustomed to dismissive book notices of popular
books in the magazine.
The literary comedians with whom Twain was largely associated had gained very
little notice in the magazine. In September 1869, Howells had written one of the few notices
discussing the professional humorist in the magazine, writing: “It is the humorist like
Artemus Ward, and the humorists of his school, who perplex and mystify the judgment-seat.
The rogues make you laugh, in defiance of every good principle of taste and art.”211 Shifting
Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation from Artemus Ward’s rogue’s gallery of humorists
to the status of Atlantic humorist—a process that this review started—Howells concluded the
review with the judgment:
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Under his nom de plume of Mark Twain, Mr. Clements (sic) is well known to
the very large world of newspaper-readers; and this book ought to secure him
something better than the uncertain standing of a popular favorite. It is no
business of ours to fix his rank among the humorists California has given us,
but we think he is, in an entirely different way from all the others, quite
worthy of the company of the best.212
To this point, Mark Twain’s reputation had been that of popular humorist in the line of
Artemus Ward and Josh Billings, as well as of the California humorists who were making a
name for themselves nationally. While some reviews of Twain’s first two books had placed
him at the head of this school of humorists, few had positioned Twain as belonging in the
highest rank of quality literary humorists.
No periodical had more power to redefine Twain’s reputation than the Atlantic
Monthly. With this one review, William Dean Howells brought the question of Twain’s
literary-critical reputation into an entirely different realm of critical and cultural discussion—
into a developing American canon. The possibility of Twain’s writing being of a quality that
placed him in the realm of the Atlantic authors is a key transition point in the development of
his literary-critical reputation, from that of “the best of our second-rate humorists” to
humorous author who could be included in discussions of the American canon. Not that the
Atlantic Monthly excluded humorous writing from the purview of quality literature or
eschewed popular authors. The Atlantic Monthly, after all, was founded in 1857 by a group
of authors that included James Russell Lowell, who was the founding editor and published
his second series of The Biglow Papers in the magazine, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, who
named the magazine and published in its pages almost continuously, including his “Autocrat
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of the Breakfast Table” series. Humor was a central part of the magazine’s cultural and
social outlook from the very first issue of the magazine.
The Atlantic Monthly was the major culture of letters that promoted a hierarchy of
humor in which a certain type of humor, defined as “quality” both artistically and ethically,
undertook the same goal as all other arts—the improvement of American society through the
creation of a quality American canon of letters. As the key organ of creating and circulating
ideas of American belles lettres, the Atlantic was the most influential periodical in defining a
“quality” humor distinct from the merely popular humor of other newspapers, magazines, and
the platform.
Whereas most critics had grouped Twain with the peculiar school of “American
humor,” Howells made the surprising argument, for its time and circumstance, that Twain’s
humor may have belonged with that of Holmes and Lowell, rather than with the rogues who
inspired laughs of questionable taste. The only other “quality” magazine to review Twain’s
book was The Nation, which directly defined Twain as the successor to the Artemus Ward
school of “American humor”: “All the prominent characteristics of our peculiar school of
humorists—their audacity, their extravagance and exaggeration—Mr. Clemens displays in
the course of his ramblings.”213 This was precisely the literary-critical reputation that
Howells’s review of The Innocents Abroad, however subtly it may have seemed at the time,
was writing against. By framing Twain as a praiseworthy humorist, even before the advent
of their personal friendship, Howells took the first step toward transforming Twain from
merely a popular humorist to a quality humorist worthy of consideration as part of a canon of
American letters as constructed in the pages of the Atlantic Monthly.
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The unexpected inclusion of Mark Twain in the literary realm of the quality
magazine, and Howells’s continued insistence on his value over the course of the next decade
and beyond, moved Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation out of the realm of the
newspaper humorist and into the critical discussion about the meanings and shape of
American literature. The Atlantic Monthly paid more critical attention to Mark Twain than
any other quality magazine of the era, and its promotion of Mark Twain as part of a canon of
American humorists makes it crucial to understand the meanings that underwrote that canon.
Mark Twain entered into the culture of letters of respectable Boston mostly through the
patronage and promotion of William Dean Howells. During these years, Howells himself
was establishing himself as a literary-critical presence, first as an assistant editor (1866-1871)
and then as editor (1871-1881) of the Atlantic Monthly. Just as Mark Twain’s reputation was
much different at this point in his career than the white-suited, white-haired humorist and
author that colors so much of one’s perception, William Dean Howells was not, in the late
1860s, yet known as “the Dean of American Letters,” promoter of literary realism and key
arbiter of literary meaning. Howells did have a position as assistant editor of the Atlantic
Monthly, which allowed him an increasingly important role in shaping that magazine’s vision
of American letters and American life.
Howells’s review of The Innocents Abroad in the Atlantic Monthly had a different
importance than other reviews because of the centrality of the magazine in defining
American literary culture in the 1860s and 1870s, an era in which magazines were the key
location for critical discussion of literary and other cultural matters in America. As the
author of many of the book reviews in the Atlantic during these years, Howells helped shape
a critical conversation about the meaning of literature while also modifying the magazine’s
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scope as he moved toward his more distinct promotion of “realism” in the 1880s. As editor,
Howells selected, edited, and promoted work by a large portion of the prominent authors of
the period. The Atlantic Monthly put Twain on a new stage in American culture—a platform
of respectable literary and cultural discussion that had the power to confer literary distinction
on its subjects, although not as fully as Howells may have wished.
The Atlantic defined certain types of humor as “literary” and others as merely funny
within a larger discussion of American belles lettres and their relation to American culture
writ large. In order to understand the role of the humorist within the culture of the Atlantic
and of the larger meanings of literary production within American society that the magazine
imagined, it is necessary to trace numerous threads of interconnected discursive and
performative meaning that made up the magazine’s critical worldview: “fiction” and its
corollary “American fiction”; aesthetic and ethical categories of literature and criticism; and
“humor” and the “humorist,” from individual humorous pieces by the “Autocrat” and “Hosea
Biglow” to larger theoretical constructs of “American humor.” When Howells argued for
Twain’s inclusion with the company of the best, he argued for more than Twain’s inclusion
within an ephemeral magazine. Instead, Twain’s presence in the Atlantic was implicitly an
elevation to a certain cultural canon—a theory of American literature with specific aesthetic
and ethical dimensions and one that viewed certain types of literature and humor as central to
the development of American culture and character.
This chapter will explicate the habitus of the magazine from its founding in 1857
through the early 1870s, especially the ways that James Russell Lowell and William Dean
Howells linked the ideas of humor and literature as an aspect of the magazine’s larger
cultural and literary goals. The Atlantic Monthly possessed its own critical habitus, a distinct
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but dynamic set of key ideas and editorial practices, evolving over time, that explicitly and
implicitly promoted a vision of American culture and its relation to artistic and intellectual
expression—that made up the magazine over time. The explication of the magazine’s habitus
shows that there was not a consistent vision of American literature within the Atlantic-group
periodicals, nor was the habitus of the Atlantic identical with the larger class habitus of the
Boston elite with which it is often elided. Neither static nor deterministic, habitus is an
important concept for imagining how a magazine (or any other culture of letters) shapes the
meaning of “literature” and related concepts for authors and readers. The periodical culture
of the so-called “quality” magazines was not unified or consistent expression of an elite
desire to promote a certain vision of American culture, despite a scholarly tendency in
literary studies to flatten these magazines into an expression of hegemonic culture. While
overlapping in contributors and certain cultural views, these periodicals varied in their
construction of American literature and culture in key ways that will be illuminated by the
examination of the Atlantic’s vision of American culture.
The readers of a magazine were imagined by its editors and contributors as a
community of readers who shared a vision of American culture and literature. This vision,
what I call the magazine’s critical habitus, evolved based on various intellectual factors, such
as the magazine’s shifting list of contributors and its changing editors, but it maintained a
largely implicit theory of the link between literature and American culture through its
editorial practices, book reviews, and articles. Within each magazine culture, then, the
scholar can define a consistent yet evolving editorial stance that structures the contents,
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reviews, and overall intellectual and cultural orientation of the magazine and its readers.214
In adapting Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, my aim is to argue for an understanding of the
various periodical cultures of letters of the Gilded Age as “environments”—which Bourdieu
defines as “the material conditions of existence characteristic of a class condition”—that
produce durable “dispositions.”215 Such dispositions are not objective systems of rules or
roles, but systems that help determine a possible range of beliefs, actions, and values.
Dispositions—whether representations or practices—are “regulated” without being “the
product of obedience to rules, objectively adapted to their goals without presupposing a
conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary to attain
them...”216 In other words, who and what magazines chose to publish, review, and discuss
went a long way in determining who and what were defined as “literary” and how that
literature was related to ideas of culture within individual periodicals. But a habitus is not
made up of explicit rules and is thus subject to inconsistencies, overlaps, and change.
Within the critical habitus of the Atlantic, the definition of humor as a type of artistic
expression, rather than a professional category, was highly influential in creating and
maintaining the idea of a hierarchy of humor that valued certain types of humor over others.
This chapter will first trace the Atlantic Monthly’s habitus as it developed under James
Russell Lowell, who developed a vision of American culture that linked open discussion and
social uplift with an American literary nationalism that placed realistic works at the center of
an American canon. In this culture of letters, the role of humor as both quality entertainment
214
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and artistic uplift was dramatized through the works of Lowell and Holmes, whose works
modeled the two aims of quality humor: quality entertainment and the artistic expression of
moral thought. This vision of humorous production was based on a model of the intellectual
undertaking multiple genres—poetry, sketches, essays, and criticism—in varied modes, from
political to classical to humorous. In the pages of the Atlantic, writers were often praised for
the breadth of their endeavors, often using a string of descriptive epithets: novelist, moralist,
poet, dramatist, humorist, and artist. “Humorist,” in this sense, was an aspect of an author’s
production, not a professional identity. As a category of literary skill, “humorist” is applied
to a certain canon of figures, delineated in one article as “Aristophanes, or Lucian, or
Rabelais, or Swift, or Sterne, or Fielding, or Dickens, or Thackeray.”217
The second and third sections of the chapter will examine the development of
Howells’s literary views through his reviews and articles at the Atlantic, a subject that offers
an important prehistory of his later theory of realism and helps to make sense of his inclusion
of Mark Twain in his own canon of American letters. William Dean Howells’s promotion of
Mark Twain through reviews established Twain as a literary subject in conversation with the
magazine’s construction of the American canon. Howells argument for including Mark
Twain in the company of the Atlantic’s best was not simply the by-product of their
friendship, nor was it an outlier in the development of Howells’s own variation of the
Atlantic’s critical habitus. Instead, Howells’s promotion of Mark Twain was part of a larger
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effort by Howells to define a type of “realistic” writing that could be placed at the center of
“American Literature.”
The final section of the chapter will examine the development of Howells’s critical
views of literary production, magazine habitus, and humor through his critical evaluations of
Twain in relation to other authors—Bret Harte, James Russell Lowell, Henry James, Oliver
Wendell Holmes, Charles Dudley Warner, James DeForest, and others. In his Atlantic
reviews, Howells built on the critical habitus of James Russell Lowell, which privileged
“real” and “humane” literary forms over the sentimental and didactic, all terms with loaded
artistic and cultural meanings that will be explicated further. Expanding on this critical
tradition, Howells framed “realistic” writing as something that readers could find not only
fiction, but in romance, travel writing, nonfiction, and, key for our purposes, humor. In his
criticism at the Atlantic Monthly, Howells’s criticism framed realistic writing not as a genre
of fiction, as it is largely understood, but as a practice of reading texts in specific ways.
This chapter focuses on the Howells-Twain relationship as central to the transition of
Twain from “wild humorist of the Pacific Slope” to “Atlantic-author”—both in the textual
relationship developed in the pages of the Atlantic and in the personal friendship the two men
developed during the 1870s. Howells’s inclusion of Twain in the Atlantic canon of literature
illustrates his vision of American literature extending to a national product made up of
regional authors whose accurate portrayal of their own experience paradoxically elevated
them to the status of “American authors.” Understanding the periodical cultures through
which “American literature,” as a concept and a product, was created, shaped, and circulated
helps to recontextualize the literary and social terrain of the Atlantic’s era and the continued
evolution of the meanings of the humorist that were attached to Mark Twain.
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Humor, Nationalism, and Literature in the Critical Habitus of the Atlantic Monthly
In politics the Atlantic will be the organ of no party or clique, but will honestly
endeavor to be the exponent of what its conductors believe to be the American idea.
… In Literature, to leave no province unrepresented, so that while each number will
contain articles of an abstract and permanent value, it will also be found that the
healthy appetite of the mind for entertainment in its various forms of Narrative, Wit
and Humor, will not go uncared for…
--publisher’s statement, inside cover of the first issue of the Atlantic Monthly218
When William Dean Howells categorized Mark Twain in the “company of the best,”
he included Twain in a critical conversation on the types and aims of humor, the proper
genres and approaches to literary production, and the link between American humor,
American literature, and American culture. In the Atlantic’s critical habitus, the editors
intertwined the goals of creating an open intellectual space in which cultural and literary
productions would uplift American culture and act as a model for intellectual endeavor and
respectable leisure. Within these goals, humor was seen as a valuable form of either
entertainment or serious cultural criticism, while each goal was distinct from frivolous or
coarse humor. The subject of American humor, and the promotion of certain types of
humorists, was a frequent part of conversations about “American Literature” from the
magazine’s inception.
Tracing these themes through the editorship of James Russell Lowell highlights a
consistent, yet evolving, view of American literature, American humor, and American culture
that made up the Atlantic’s habitus. Founded in 1857, both as an anti-slavery journal and as a
218
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venue for the dissemination of serious cultural thought, the Atlantic Monthly quickly became
the key culture of letters in which well-known authors, critics, and public figures debated
ideas of American literature and culture. The success of the Atlantic cemented Boston’s place
at the center of literary activity for a generation, challenging Philadelphia and New York
City’s earlier dominance in publishing before fading in importance as publishing centralized
in New York once again in the 1880s.219 Van Wyck Brooks, a later chronicler of the New
England Renaissance, would write: “The founding of the Atlantic Monthly, in 1857, marked
[the] high tide of the Boston mind.”220 The magazine was undertaken with both idealistic
and commercial hopes, with some mainly promoting intellectual goals and others hoping for
economic success. Despite its relatively low circulation and later decline in the face of a raft
of competing magazines, the magazine established a model of literary production—through
its form as a periodical and through its models of authorship and readership—that played a
prominent role in shaping literary culture for the remainder of the century.
The critical habitus of the Atlantic Monthly was based on certain key ideals: the
magazine as a space for intellectual discussion of politics, literature, and other aspects of
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American culture; the role of the magazine in providing a model of culture that would
educate and uplift readers; and the desire of the editors and key contributors to form a
national canon based on writing that paid close attention to American life. At the urging of
Emerson, the publishers chose James Russell Lowell as the first editor. Holding this position
from 1857-1861, Lowell established the basic traditions that the magazine would maintain,
with slight alterations by successive editors, for at least the remainder of the century.221
While the editorial and critical work of Lowell did much to establish the magazine’s
intellectual, artistic, and social views, his was not the only voice shaping the magazine’s
habitus, nor was criticism consistent across issues, years, or even writers. The two
subsequent editors—James T. Fields and Howells—built upon Lowell’s traditions while
modifying the magazine’s stance to reflect their own views of literature and society.
The intellectual coterie involved in the founding of the Atlantic Monthly were not a
narrow, conservative class intent on maintaining a rigid class status, but a relatively tolerant
array of intellectuals dedicated to the publication and dissemination of aesthetic and ethical
work that would uplift the larger American culture, which they saw as in danger of
fragmenting in the face of the waning influence of religion, the sectarian debates over
slavery, and the expansion of American culture geographically, intellectually, and
culturally.222 The Atlantic promoted a culture of letters based on intellectual openness and
tolerant discussion of politics, religion, science, and literature. Greatly influenced by the
intellectual and editorial views of Lowell, the magazine aimed to balance contemporary
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subjects, from slavery to international relations to sewer systems, with literary works of
permanent artistic status.
While the magazine’s openness was limited by its staunchly Republican base and
anti-slavery views, as well as its tendency to rely on established New England authors, it did
provide a relatively liberal space free of dogmatic religious or philosophical constricts in
which serious, and often controversial, social criticism promoted. Ellery Sedgwick, in his
history of the magazine’s first half century, defines the magazine’s intellectual stance as a
“tolerant liberalism” based on intellectual independence and engaged social criticism.
Considering the intellectual position of the Atlantic Monthly within its historical context, it
becomes clear that the magazine’s intellectual position was more open, its humor more
subversive, and its politics more liberal than dominant views of literary history may hold. On
the other hand, the rehabilitation of literary figures or publications to something of a “liberal”
status may not be the goal of literary history—the Atlantic Monthly is important within
literary history not because of its politics in relation to ours, but because it was influential in
shaping key ideas of American literature and culture during the Gilded Age.
Ellery Sedgwick argues that this place of literary importance—canonized in letters as
the “American Renaissance” and in publishing in the Atlantic Monthly and the publishing
firms of Boston—has been wrongly flattened as a literary-historical era. Shaped largely by
Vernon Parrington’s classification of the literary culture of mid-century New England as
essentially conservative, the designation of the Atlantic’s culture of letters as “conservative”
makes sense only if one ignores the context of the actual historical actors.223 The
constellation of authors and intellectuals in the Atlantic’s orbit was more varied in
223
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geographical, educational, and intellectual origins than the social and economic elite of
Boston. While Holmes and Lowell were from established Bostonian families, many of the
other Atlantic contributors, including Fields and Howells, came from outside the New
England elite. Inclusion in the Atlantic Monthly and its related literary cultures was based not
on class status but on meritocracy, albeit a meritocracy based on adherence to a specific
critical habitus. And while this intellectual egalitarianism was predicated on certain
intellectual positions, especially anti-slavery beliefs before and during the Civil War, it was
open to more intellectual variety than its caricature would hold—even within the founding
generation, the intellectual and cultural differences between Emerson, Lowell, Holmes,
Stowe, and Hawthorne are notable.224
Holmes and Lowell represented “quality” humor, and their works were widely
popular well into the Gilded Age. But their reputation faded in the twentieth century as
literary historians enshrined Emerson, Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, and Whitman as the
main authors of “the American Renaissance.” Oliver Wendell Holmes is a central example
in the magazine’s promotion of both humor and social critique that distinguished its habitus
from that of other New England elites. As Vernon Parrington notes, Holmes was the center
of Boston’s literary life, “the autocrat of her social gatherings, the acknowledged head of her
mutual admiration society.”225 But in Matthieson’s foundational text of that name, Holmes
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only warrants three mentions.226 Holmes has been marginalized from literary history, along
with Whittier, Bryant, and the extremely popular Longfellow, due to the privileging of later,
modernist criteria of genre, style, and subject matter, rather than an evaluation of the roles
they played in the literary world of their day. 227
Literary history has also marginalized Holmes, it would seem, largely based on the
perceived conservative nature of his politics. Holmes’s beliefs tended toward hierarchical
views of democracy, social progress, and the civilizing value of high culture, placing him
squarely within the intellectual tradition of the Atlantic Monthly and diminishing his
historical standing with scholars who privilege subversive and radical traditions of literature.
While relatively conservative in some areas—women’s rights and racial views most clearly—
Holmes prided himself on the promotion of free intellectual development, especially in his
satires of religion and other dogmas. Parrington wrote:
In his own special way, then, as a Brahmin of the Brahmins, Holmes was a
rebel, a puller-down of worm-eaten structures, a freethinker rejoicing when free
thought tossed a cargo of obsolete dogma into Boston Bay, or drew out a linchpin of
some respectable social coach. He loved Boston the more because he believed
Boston was the home of free thought and free speech, the capital of American brains,
the intellectual rebel of the continent.228
Holmes targeted his most stinging wit for the Calvinist orthodoxy of Boston and the
Puritanical cast of mind he found limiting to intellectual and social growth. This criticism
consistently rankled orthodox aspects of the New England elite, who criticized Holmes and
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the Atlantic for years at the pulpit and in the press.229 Holmes’s use of humor as a weapon
aimed at the conservative religious elite of New England demonstrates the magazine’s
willingness to push against the orthodoxies of the era, acknowledging that those orthodoxies
are not our orthodoxies and that the humor of one era works differently than the humor of
others.
The place of Lowell and Holmes within the history of humor has also been largely
flattened into a caricature. For instance, Walter Blair and Hamlin Hill’s survey of the history
of American humor classifies the two under the title “The Reputables” and places them
within a tradition of humor stemming from the Puritans that “supported conventional notions
about propriety, decorum, restraint, and morality."230 Blair and Hill clearly trace the
foundations of New England humor: a focus on morality, the dignified position of the
humorist-author, and the major forms that focus on wit (poems, letters, essays) rather than
humorous stories or tall-tales. And while this tradition clearly influenced Lowell and
Holmes, it does not follow that their humorous works supported a simple Bostonian status
quo, despite the dignified bearing of the authors and the moral outlook of their humor. The
confusion of classification is further illustrated in Hill and Blair’s classification of Lowell as
“pro-Establishment,” except for the anti-slavery The Biglow Papers, for which he is
classified with the “Down East” humorists and praised for the subversive quality of the work.
While they were certainly of the “Brahmin caste” of Boston—Holmes coined the term
“Brahmin,” in fact—their humor is not easily classified as merely “pro-Establishment
humor.”
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The habitus of the Atlantic Monthly linked a liberal view of intellectual discussion
with an ethical thrust that viewed artistic and cultural expression as agents of cultural uplift.
The role of the Atlantic Monthly as a cultural force was based on the vision of a magazine
that would model the appropriate uses of culture and leisure by precept and example. Along
with the lyceum lecture course, the museum, the free library, and other forms of intellectual
leisure, these periodicals aimed to provide educational leisure, a kind of enjoyable training
not available widely through colleges or public schools. 231 Such institutions were by
definition hierarchical in their desire to educate a mass public to the intellectual standards of
community leaders, public speakers, or other educated individuals. But as Lawrence
Levine’s idea of cultural hierarchy demonstrates, the distinction between high and low
cultures was an evolving idea during these years, as once egalitarian entertainments, such as
Shakespeare and the opera, evolved into the refuges of various cultural elites. In its early
years, the Atlantic Monthly imagined its role in more egalitarian terms of influencing, as well
as training, the public taste to the proper uses and enjoyments of leisure time. Instead of
viewing serious cultural production as a marker and enforcer of social distinction, the Yankee
humanists viewed cultural production as a moral obligation in which the production and
dissemination of work with high standards would uplift the masses.232
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The Atlantic Monthly’s critical habitus portrayed the magazine as an alternative to the
reading habits of both the mass fiction of dime novels and the popular didactic and
sentimental fiction. It envisioned an educated class of readers distinct from both workingclass readers and wealthy, elite readers, but this model of reading was available to all who
would subscribe to the magazine, both philosophically and physically. By providing an
expanded forum for the authors associated with the magazine, the Atlantic was intended to
increase the circulation of the works of certain American authors who had not reached a
wider audience—a goal that linked commercial and ethical purposes.233 Many of the major
contributor’s to the Atlantic, Harriet Beecher Stowe excepted, experienced low circulation of
their books and looked for ways to get their works to a larger public, a goal they viewed as
important for the nation’s progress. Numerous anecdotes testify to the cherished place of the
magazine held in its subscribers’ homes—largely in New England but stretching into the
Midwest and beyond. The arrival of the magazine was an event in small communities, where
it connected readers to the larger world of intellectual and social discussion in a way similar
to lyceum societies.234 For aspiring authors, the magazine provided a model of culture that
was viewed with veneration: Emily Dickinson viewed it as “a temple” and sought the advice
of Thomas Wentworth Higginson, one of its main critical voices; Louisa May Alcott saved
the face of the social problems attendant with urbanization, immigration, and the social divisions of the
later 1900s.
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her best work for the magazine; and a young William Dean Howells visited Lowell and other
contributors in Boston as if on a spiritual quest, which will be discussed in the next section.
Every periodical imagines an audience of readers distinguished by factors of class,
race, gender, region, and/or nation; by political or religious persuasion; and by intellectual
interests and skills. This imagined audience is constructed by editorial framing, book
reviews, and the types of pieces published. The Atlantic’s audience was imagined as being
broadly educated, although not necessarily schooled, and widely interested in subjects
ranging from classical and European literature to social problems of the day. Both men and
women were among the expected audience, with the unwritten expectation that the readers
were of a certain class socially (from the newly emerging middle class to more established
wealth) and were of European descent (or actually European). The audience was also framed
as continuous readers, that is, long-time subscribers aware of the traditions of the magazine.
For instance, many reviews assumed that readers would be familiar with a wide variety of
authors or would have already read a novel that had been serialized in the magazine. The
magazine’s relatively stable base of subscribers seems to have exerted a conservative force
on the editors, who were slow in introducing new developments that might alienate those
used to the magazine’s traditions.
The critical habitus established by Lowell was based on providing quality products to
the literary market, including works of both serious artistic worth and of quality
entertainment value. In a review from 1860, Lowell decried the critical tendency to label
each newcomer a genius before time has proven or, more often, disproven this judgment.
This “looseness of criticism” debases the standards of criticism “by confounding all
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distinction between fame and notoriety.”235 The definition of “genius” that follows illustrates
Lowell’s definition of quality literature, reading in part:
But genius in Art is that supreme organizing and idealizing faculty which, by
combining, arranging, modulating, by suppressing the abnormal and perpetuating the
essential, apes creation,—…which can make language thunder and coo at will,—
which, in short, is the ruler of those qualities any one of which in excess is sure to
overmaster the ordinary mind, and which can crystallize helpless vagary into the
clearly outlined and imperishable forms of Art.236
Lowell shaped the magazine on a vision of high cultural production, in which literary artists
produced work of lasting value based on the model of classical literary accomplishment—
from Shakespeare to Hawthorne, from Dante to Longfellow.
Following the magazine’s aim, stated in the first issue, of printing both works of
“abstract and permanent value” and those catering to “the healthy appetite of the mind for
entertainment in its various forms of Narrative, Wit and Humor,” Lowell did not publish and
review only works of “Art” in the magazine. Lowell took the job as editor on the condition
that his friend, Oliver Wendell Holmes, would be a regular contributor. Holmes published
occasional poems and sketches, as well as four serialized books of “table-talk,” including The
Autocrat of the Breakfast Table, which established him as one of the most popular Atlantic
authors and one of the most popular writers and thinkers of the era.237 Holmes’s
contributions, along with the popular works of Harriet Beecher Stowe, helped establish the
magazine’s subscription list, just as Emerson and Longfellow helped establish its intellectual
heft.
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The Atlantic’s critical habitus found room within the magazine for both serious works
and lighter faire, often within the same magazine and often by the same authors. For instance,
the January 1861 issue contained a sketch by Oliver Wendell Holmes entitled “A Visit to an
Asylum for Aged and Decayed Punsters,” which was framed as a first-person account of the
author’s visit to an asylum for men afflicted with the disease of punning.238 This lighthearted piece of humor was immediately followed by an editorial by Lowell excoriating the
outgoing Buchanan administration and outlining the questions of slavery and secession
philosophically, practically, and historically. While the second of these pieces was
instrumental in establishing the Atlantic’s position on the South for the remainder of the war,
it is also interesting in its juxtaposition with the humorous piece that preceded it, which
shows that the readers of the magazine, along with the regular contributors, were used to
abrupt shifts in tone and subject matter in the magazine.
Both the intellectual wit of Holmes and the scathing satire of Lowell were promoted
as worthy of the Atlantic’s readers’ leisure time, and each humorist was introduced as
artistically and ethically excellent. The magazine did find value in both quality humor and
some forms temporary fun. Several articles on British humor periodicals appeared, and the
first American version of Vanity Fair, edited by Artemus Ward, received several positive
notices in the early 1860s. In one of these, the reviewer notes that such ephemeral humor is
valuable as an indicator of an epoch’s “tendency of thought,” and that such a magazine might
function as an “exponent of our national spirit of mirthfulness.”239 The review ends by
advising the Atlantic’s readers that, despite slight offense to good taste, the humor magazine
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“deserves admission to the library and the drawing room.” In defining a hierarchy of humor,
the Atlantic distinguished between multiple levels: quality literary humor, entertaining
magazine humor (if it avoided coarseness), and low forms of mass spectacle, most often in
comparison with the clown or minstrel.240 In an 1860 article on the English humorist
Thomas Hood, the distinction between merely amusing clowning and a deeper form of humor
is discussed in order to elevate the humorist:
In much of his that seems burlesque, the most audacious, there are hidden springs of
thought and tears. Often, when most he seems as the grimed and grinning clown in a
circus girded by gaping spectators, he stops to pour out satire as passionate as that of
Juvenal, or morality as eloquent and pure as that of Pascal. And this he does without
lengthening his face or taking off his paint.241
In an 1865 article on, “The Popular Lecture,” the author and lecturer Josiah Holland used a
hierarchical definition to distinguish between “triflers” on the platform and quality speakers,
stating that humorous lecturers had “no better motive and no higher mission than the stageclown and the negro-minstrel.”242 Holland later extended this distinction to exclude Mark
Twain from the respectable habitus of his own magazine, Scribner’s Monthly, a culture of
letters that will be examined in the next chapter.
Humor functioned in the magazine as a counterweight to heavier pieces, as an
enticement to readers who desired lighter leisure from their reading, as an indicator of social
and cultural trends, and, in its more serious moments, as an ethical and political tool. This
last use is demonstrated through the magazine’s best-known satire—Lowell’s second series
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of The Biglow Papers, which ran intermittently from 1862-1865. These papers revived
Lowell’s successful humorous productions—poems and letters written in dialect—which had
been introduced in 1846 as a satire on the war with Mexico.243 In these books, Lowell wrote
in the voice of three characters from the same fictional town of “Jaalam”: Hosea Biglow, the
shrewd Yankee; Parson Homer Wilbur, the pompously educated villager; and Birdofredum
Sawin, a fool who had rushed off to fight in the Mexican War.
Biglow and Sawin write letters in verse to Parson Wilbur, who forwarded them to the
Atlantic, complete with pompous introduction. In the first “Biglow letter” of the second
series, from January 1862, Birdofredum Sawin describes the years since he went to Mexico:
he lost his leg; escaped through swamps; was accused of theft, tarred, feather, and rode on a
rail; imprisoned and then released; forced to pay for the feathers; and married to the widow
whose feather bed was used. The letter satirized Southern institutions and logic through the
character of the ignorant Yankee who claimed to be better educated than his Southern peers
and who could explain Southern life to the Parson, as when he explained the region’s
“p’liticle econ’my” that necessitated trading in cotton and slaves when gold and silver were
scarce:
Ner’t ain’t quite hendy to pass off one o’ your six-foot Guineas
An’ git your halves an’ quarters back in gals an’ pickaninnies:
Wal, t’ ain’t quite all a feller’d ax, but then ther’ ‘s this to say,
It’s on’y jest among ourselves thet we expec’ to pay;
…
For Jacob warn’t a suckemstance to Jeff at financierin’;
He never’d thought o’borrying’ from Esau like all nater
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An’ then cornfiscatin’ all debts to sech a small pertater;
There’s p’liticle econ’my, now, combined ‘ith morril beauty
They saycrifices privit eends (your in’my’s, tu) to dooty!244
Mr. Sawin’s main purpose in writing is to solicit help in getting out of his first marriage,
which he reasons has been dissolved by secession:
Nex’ place, my State’s secedin’ out hez leg’lly lef’ me free
To merry any one I please, pervidin’ it’s a shee;245
Lowell linked his humor with the moral dimension of satire, attacking the
underpinnings of slavery and its defense. While he used the pages of the Atlantic Monthly to
attack slavery with direct editorials, his dialect humor proved to be more popular and longer
lasting. In the introduction to the Second Series, he wrote that he found, upon first
publishing the papers in 1848, that his new creation was popular, indeed more well-known
than his serious writing and that, "I held in my hand a weapon instead of the mere fencingstick I had supposed."246 His description of humor’s value as a weapon demonstrates both
his ethical purpose and his goal of lasting artistic accomplishment beyond the immediate
aims of satire:
If I put on the cap and bells and made myself one of the court-fools of King Demos, it
was less to make his majesty laugh than to win a passage into his royal ears for
certain serious things which I had deeply at heart. I say this because there is no
imputation that could be more galling to any man's self-respect than that of being a
mere jester. I endeavored, by generalizing my satire, to give it what value I could
beyond the passing moment and the immediate application.247
This model of humor—not necessarily as a form, but as a cultural weapon with serious
artistic and ethical aims—envisioned humor as a form of serious artistic production, while at
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the same time justifying humor as having a value beyond the “mere jester” and the immediate
circumstances of humor.
Lowell took up the hierarchical classification of humor in his review of Holmes’s
first novel, Elsie Venner (April 1861). In arguing for the quality of Holmes’s work as lasting
art, Lowell introduced two critical tropes that were central to the delineation of quality
humor: the false devaluation of humor and the difference between surface and depth.
“People in general” he writes “ have a great respect for those who scare them or make them
cry, but are apt to weigh lightly one who amuses them. They like to be tickled, but they
would hardly take the advice of their tickler on any question they thought serious.”248 This
diminishment of humor as of lesser value than “serious” forms—what would later come to be
called “the penalty of humor”—stems from the failure to distinguish between real wit—“it is
generalization in a flash, logic by the electric telegraph, the sense of likeness in unlikeness,
that lies at the root of all discoveries”—and a “surface-wit,” which is “the sign of a light and
shallow nature.” The focus on the surface-wit, he continues,
has made men distrustful of all laughers; and they are apt to confound in one
sweeping condemnation with this that humor whose base is seriousness, and which is
generally the rebound of the mind from over-sad contemplation. They do not see that
the same qualities that make Shakespeare the greatest of the tragic poets make him
also the deepest of humorists.
As his biographer Martin Duberman points out, Lowell was concerned with being thought of
as a “mere” humorist, even as most critics held that his humorous work surpassed his serious,
both artistically and morally.
The Atlantic Monthly’s intertwined goals of promoting intellectually open social
critique and working as a model of cultural uplift were also linked with the specifically
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American context of the magazine. Modeled on key British magazines that promoted British
cultural nationalism, the Atlantic aimed to foster an American intellectual tradition similar to,
and the equal of, European literatures, while at the same time embracing a vision of
egalitarian culture, even if this vision was based on particular elite values. The Atlantic
relied largely on American authors, especially after its first few years, and aimed to promote
American literature as part of a trans-Atlantic conversation about the value of American
literature in a larger critical canon. Sedgwick traces a “cultural nationalism” through the
magazine’s early years in which its selections promoted “intellectual independence and
encouraged America to see itself as culturally distinct, particularly in its democratic
individualism, freedom from tradition and authority, moral conscience, and broader social
tolerance.”249 In this view, American literature would be a reflection of the growth of
American culture, a product of its rapid progress as a nation to the status of international
player. In creating a venue for quality literary work to be published and discussed, the
Atlantic’s habitus aimed to create and promote an American canon in conversation with
European authors—placing Hawthorne, Emerson, and other American authors in
conversation with English, French, German, and Russian authors, as well as providing a
model for young authors to aspire to.
Lowell’s great contribution to American literature may have been the introduction of
dialect as a valued component of American writing. The lasting artistic accomplishment of
The Biglow Papers, according to Lowell, was the use of dialect to portray “the life, invention,
and vigor shown by our popular speech.”250 Lowell argues that in dialect and patois are the
living life of the American language and the sources of both poetry and humor, which spring
249
250
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from the same source.251 Humor, in this sense, is different in extent, not in kind, from the
true sources of poetic expression, and both are based in local particularities of expression.
American humor is not mere exaggeration, Lowell argues, but the apprehension and
expression of incongruities. For instance, He writes: “I heard a man, in order to give a notion
of some very cold weather, say to another that a certain Joe, who had been taking mercury,
found a lump of quicksilver in each boot, when he went home to dinner. This power of
rapidly dramatizing a dry fact into flesh and blood and the vivid conception of Joe as a
human thermometer strike me as showing a poetic sense that may be refined into faculty. At
any rate there is humor here, and not mere quickness of wit,--the deeper and not the
shallower quality. The tendency of humor is always towards overplus of expression, while
the very essence of wit is its logical precision”252 In framing his most popular work, Lowell
connects the humorist’s use of dialect with the dynamic language of true art. Dialect, in
Lowell’s sense, was distinct from slang and other tricks of speech and writing that other
humorists relied on.253
As editor and example, Lowell promoted a critical view of literature that eschewed
sentimental and didactic writing in favor of works based in the everyday life of people—an
early promotion of realistic writing that would be crucially important in shaping Howells’s
criticism. Through book reviews, articles, and the literature that it chose to publish, the
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magazine aimed to shape the reading habits of its audience—not only the what, but the how
and why as well. Part of this goal was to create the Atlantic as a culture of letters largely
dedicated to discussing American literature as worthy of inclusion in the company of
European literature. The magazine promoted work that grew from a close attention to local
conditions—a critical view that promoted local color fiction and regional writing, often by
female authors, such as Elizabeth Phelps, Celia Thaxter, and Sarah Orne Jewett—as well as
non-fiction genres such as travel writing and early investigative journalism. By promoting
regional writing as a key genre of the Atlantic’s literary expression, Lowell linked a literary
classicism with a literary nationalism that modeled for his readers a theory in which literary
greatness sprang from and reflected national character.254 In this view, a national literature
would come from national subjects, rather than in the aping of styles or genres borrowed
from established national canons. In other words, Lowell took from his European models the
belief that an American literature worthy of classical status would only come from American
authors writing about American subjects—just as great authors from Shakespeare to Goethe
transformed their British and German experiences into great art.
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The promotion of an early form of realistic writing was combined, in Lowell’s
Atlantic, with a distinct tendency toward ethical concerns. The habitus of intellectual
discussion and social uplift envisioned by the magazine was implicitly linked to a vision of
an improving American society and thus to an ethical vision of cultural production. But this
was not a simplistic moralism; Lowell promoted writing in which an ethical impulse was
distinct from a sentimental or didactic approach. In the first issue of the magazine, he made
this point through the poem, “The Origin of Didactic Poetry.” In the poem, the goddess
Minerva reads didactic verses to the gods, who in turn invent excuses to take leave of her
tired moralizing. Discarding the verses from Olympus onto the Earth, they sprang up as “two
strong narcotics”: poppies and didactic bards. Minerva concludes:
“Discriminate,” she said, “betimes;
The Muse is unforgiving;
Put all your beauty in your rhymes,
Your morals in your living.”255
In this poem, he both previews the importance of humorous contributions to the new
magazine and makes a critical statement on the role of didactic work in the magazine—which
promoted strong opinions in non-fiction but promoted literature focused on everyday life
without direct moralizing. Through his editing, Lowell established the Atlantic’s dedication
to an early realism that saw ethical concerns as being rooted in the portrayal of experience
rather than sentimental or didactic approaches—morals through one’s living character.
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From Boston Criticism, Boston Theories to an American Criticism:
William Dean Howells and the Development of the Atlantic Monthly’s Critical Habitus
While William Dean Howells has come to be known as “the Dean of American
Letters,” the key critic of the Gilded Age, and the promoter of the genre of realism, when he
arrived in Boston as an assistant editor in 1866, he was not well known as much of anything.
He had published several poems in the Atlantic, as well as several other magazines, he had
written a biography of Lincoln that had resulted in a consulship in Venice, and he worked for
a short time under E.L. Godkin at the newly-formed Nation.256 As assistant editor at the
Atlantic, Howells was in charge of book reviews, giving him a platform for disseminating
literary-critical ideas. Howells built his literary ideas on the habitus of the Atlantic Monthly,
especially the views of literature and criticism developed by James Russell Lowell, whom he
viewed as his true mentor. While at the Atlantic, as the assistant editor from 1866 to 1871
and as editor from 1871 to 1881, Howells developed a theory of American letters, based on
the Atlantic’s intellectual foundations, but pushing these in new directions through his
criticism, through his writings, through his editorial selections, and through his promotion of
realistic approaches to fiction, humor, and other genres.
William Dean Howells, first as aspiring literary man, then as assistant editor, and
then as editor built on the critical habitus developed by the Atlantic Monthly. By promoting
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American writing focused on local conditions, Lowell’s critical habitus was foundational in
Howells’s development of realism. Howells later wrote that he found that the magazine
tended too far toward the “the intense ethicism that pervaded the New England mind,” but the
ideal of an American literature that aspired to a national literature based on non-sentimental,
non-didactic work was clearly influential on his early criticism.257 In his years at the Atlantic
Monthly, Howells promoted Twain as part of a vision of American letters that incorporated
humor, travel writing, and different types of fiction into a vision of “realistic” art based on a
fidelity of plot, language, and especially character. While not defined as “realism” per se,
Howells’s early criticism provides a pre-history of American literary realism that helps us
understand the elite culture of New England letters and Mark Twain’s place within it. During
these years, his reviews focus on a number of key ideas, specifically his desire for the
development of an American literature based on aesthetic categories linked to reality and the
importance of the critic in shaping the perception of the Atlantic audience.
Unlike Lowell and Fields, who were important parts of the culture of letters that the
Atlantic was intended to promote before the magazine existed, Howells was shaped as a
literary man by the vision of literary life that the magazine promoted. The young author from
Ohio joined the Atlantic’s culture of letters as an outsider, but the influence of the magazine’s
habitus on his intellectual development may have made him a stronger promoter of its ideals
than its previous editors. He came to the editorship already shaped by the magazine’s goals
but was also keenly aware of the ways in which that habitus fell short of its aims. From the
critical tradition established by James Russell Lowell, Howells slowly developed key ideas of
realistic literature that would influence his later theories, while shifting from what he saw as
257
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the magazine’s focus on ethics toward an aesthetic theory of American literature. From the
editorial work of James T. Fields, Howells inherited a view of the Atlantic author as the
center of the American canon, along with the necessity of the magazine to expand its reach to
new authors in order to sustain the magazine and expand its national scope. In shaping the
Atlantic’s critical habitus, Howells adapted the magazine’s tradition to prepare readers for
new meanings of “realistic” literary production and new authors who would enter into
“American literature.”
There is perhaps no better example of the literary influence of the Atlantic Monthly’s
critical habitus than William Dean Howells. As an aspiring literary man in Ohio, Howells
was keenly influenced by the culture of letters of the magazine, attempting to shape himself
as a writer in its image. Coming from outside of the New England region, Howells may have
been more keenly influenced by the ideal of literary New England than those who had
experienced its reality. Exemplary if not typical, Howells testified to the importance of the
magazine and its culture of letters in a series of literary memoirs published in the 1890s. In
“My First Visit to New England,” (1894) he tells the story of his development as a young
litterateur who looked to New England and Europe for his literary models—specifically
citing George Eliot, Charles Reade, Heinrich Heine, and W. M. Thackeray, along with
Hawthorne, Emerson, and Longfellow. These figures mainly circulated to Columbus, Ohio,
Howells notes, by magazine:
We looked to England and the East largely for our literary opinions; we accepted the
Saturday Review as law if we could not quite receive it as gospel. One of us took the
Cornhill magazine, because Thackeray was the editor; the Atlantic Monthly counted
many readers among us; and a visiting young lady from New England, who screamed
at sight of the periodical in one of our houses, “why, have you got the Atlantic
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Monthly out here?” could be answered, with cold superiority, “There are several
contributors to the Atlantic in Columbus.”258
Howells romanticized the “vigorous intellectual life” found among the New England writers
associated with the Atlantic. Framing literary culture in terms of magazine publishing,
Howells wrote that, in 1860, Boston was the literary center of the United States, and every
young author “was ambitious to join his name with theirs in the Atlantic Monthly, and in the
lists of Ticknor and Fields.”259
Encouraged by the Atlantic’s acceptance of several poems, a positive review of his
first book of poems, and a letter of recognition from Lowell, the twenty-three year old
Howells traveled to New England in 1860. The “devout young pilgrim from the West” saw
literature in everything, composing lines of poetry constantly and looking for literary
associations in every city, and he sought out the New England luminaries in hopes of
establishing himself in the literary profession. Howells’s account of his visit focuses not on
the rarified air of literary Boston, but on the air of friendship and conviviality between the
authors. The physical dimensions of friendship were highlighted by the motto Lowell used
when ideas veered toward the transcendental—“Remember the dinner-bell.”260 Indeed,
Howells’s introduction to New England’s literary culture was marked by personal
interactions—long talks with Lowell on literature and the profession of authorship; breakfast
with Fields, who expressed burlesqued grief that Howells had never eaten blueberry cake; tea
with Holmes, whose talk Howells saw to be much like that of his most famous character; a
long talk with Hawthorne on a hill overlooking Concord, who then sent a letter of
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introduction to Emerson with the line “I find this young man worthy.”261 Most famously,
Howells attended a dinner with Fields, Holmes, and Lowell—who referred to each other as
“James” and “Wendell,” to Howells’s delight—at which Holmes famously quipped, “Well,
James, this is something like the apostolic succession; this is the laying on of the hands.”262
Howells’s introduction to the Atlantic’s culture points to the dual nature of the
magazine’s culture of letters—the abstract reverence readers held for the idea of the
magazine’s authors and the personal dimension embodied in the personal relationships
between its figures. Both aspects are an important part of a magazine’s habitus—from the
close circle of contributors, whose relationships combine literary ideas and personal
dimensions, to the outer circles of readers, who imagine a magazine’s authors as abstractions.
While the major expression of the habitus of a periodical existed on its pages, the personal
dimension of a culture of letters should be noted, as ideas about literature and culture are
embedded in personal friendships and equally personal feuds, in meetings and meals, and
within the social and intellectual circle a magazine creates.
The Boston of the Atlantic Monthly provided Howells with a model of literary
production, much more than the bohemian culture of letters of New York. Immediately after
visiting Boston in 1860, Howells traveled to New York City, where he visited the offices of
the Saturday Press, a weekly literary magazine founded in 1858 in which he had published a
number of poems. Of the magazine, Howells spoke favorably, writing
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The young writers throughout the country were ambitious to be seen in it, and
they gave their best to it; they gave literally, for the Saturday Press never paid
in anything but hopes of paying, vaguer even than promises. It is not too
much to say that it was very nearly as well for one to be accepted by the Press
as to be accepted by the Atlantic, and for the time there was no other literary
comparison.263
But Howells found the posturing of the Bohemians to be tiring, especially their dogmatic
desire to counter all respectability and shock all proprieties for the sake of the pose, which he
considered to be rather more French than American. The New York culture of letters
surrounding the Press offered an alternative of literary production to that of the Atlantic,
although the magazine folded ceased publication in 1860, to be reborn in August 1865, just
before it published Twain’s “Jumping Frog.”264 Howells chose to follow the model of
Boston.
Narrating his arrival in Boston as an assistant editor at the Atlantic, several decades in
retrospect, he noted that the bulk of quality writers were either in New England, or of the
New England birth and “New England race” although the Atlantic had “been characterized
by what was more national, what was more universal, in the New England temperament.”265
The South and the West had done little to establish literary culture, and the writers who had
come from these areas, like himself, based their ideas of literature on the “New England
ideals and examples”:
…I am very sure that in my early day we were characterized by them, and wished to
be so; we even felt that we failed in so far as we expressed something native quite in
our own way. The literary theories we accepted were New England theories, the
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criticism we valued was New England criticism, or, more strictly speaking, Boston
theories, Boston criticism.266
In his role at the Atlantic Monthly, Howells worked to expand the magazine’s habitus to a
truly national representation of American letters, transforming Boston theories into an
American criticism.
As assistant editor from 1866 to 1871, Howells was in charge of the book review
section of the magazine, providing him a platform for expanding the Atlantic’s critical
habitus. In this role, Howells pushed Lowell’s main goals—promoting open discussion,
encouraging cultural uplift, and establishing a national literature. Helen McMahon, in her
study of trends of criticism in the Atlantic, points out that book reviews, beginning in the
early years of the magazine, praised literature in terms that were linked to ideas of realism—
such as, realistic, pure, humane, natural, truthful, fidelity, and faithful representation.267
While brief mention was made of the French school of “realism” in 1862, neither Lowell nor
the other major critics of the magazine developed a unified theory of literary realism, nor
would Howells during his tenure at the magazine. In the Atlantic Monthly’s habitus, authors
were encouraged to portray their subjects realistically, although this concept was never
clearly defined. Even poetry that idealized experience could be praised as realistic if it
portrayed the right kind of American scene.268
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For Lowell, this form of reality in literature was not a matter of genre, style, or
subject—rather it was a matter of the proper relation between author and subject. In the
Atlantic’s critical habitus, the positive literary judgments implicit in terms like “reality”
“truth” and “natural” were applied to almost any literary genre and in reference to both moral
and aesthetic realities. In a letter to Harriet Beecher Stowe in 1859, he wrote:
A moral aim is a fine thing, but in making a story an artist is a traitor who does not
sacrifice everything to art. …My advice is to follow your own instincts,—to stick to
nature, and to avoid what people commonly call the “Ideal.” for that, and beauty, and
pathos, and success, all lie in the simply natural… Don’t I feel it every day in this
weary editorial mill of mine, that there are ten thousand people who can write ideal
things for one who can see, feel, and reproduce nature and character.269
In portraying the realities of everyday life, the author would follow the model of Shakespeare
whose “breadth of nature” made him “incapable of alienation from common human nature
and actual life.”270 In other words, to write realistically was to write about what one knows,
which was what all great writers had done.
This specific culture of letters was never without the tensions of commercialism.
Lowell was forced to balance the idealism of contributors— such as Emerson’s view that
“Great scope and illumination ought to be in the Editor, to draw from the best in the land, &
defy the public, if he is only sure himself that the piece has worth and is right”271—and the
practical necessity of maintaining, and hopefully increasing, subscriptions. As editor, Lowell
attempted to balance the New England giants with new authors, including those from other
regions and a few English authors. After the death of its original publisher, the magazine was
269
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sold in 1859 to the publishing company of Ticknor and Fields, one of the leading publishing
houses in America. Lowell was retained for a period, but James T. Fields took over the
editorship from 1861-1871.272 More than Lowell, Fields promoted and expanded upon the
core group of “Atlantic authors,” who would publish in the magazine and with Ticknor and
Fields, chief among them Emerson, Hawthorne, Longfellow, Whittier, Stowe, Lowell, and
Holmes.273 With the exception of Stowe, who was not usually an active part of the social
world of the magazine, this canon was based on a masculine culture of letters that privileged
the individual genius as an American icon. Status was largely based on intellectual prestige,
as few of the authors had made significant money through book sales.
With the departure of Lowell in 1861, the magazine changed relatively little in format
or substance. James T. Fields, a self-educated businessman from New Hampshire, had
worked his way from bookstore clerk to co-owner of a leading publisher and magazine,
demonstrating the openness of the Atlantic’s culture of letters. Fields was not an intellectual
heir to Lowell, but he did recognize and promote the major traditions of the magazine, out of
both business acumen and idealism. The changes in tone and content that occurred under
Fields occurred slowly, most importantly the increased promotion of “Atlantic authors,” the
scouting of new authors for the magazine and the publishing house, and a lightening of
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tone.274 Fields channeled the type of serious literary article Lowell had published to the
North American Review, now edited by Lowell and Charles Eliot Norton. Literary subjects
shifted from critical appraisal to biographical accounts. Fields solicited younger and less
established writers, hoping to fill out his firm’s publication list. Howells rose to influence at
the Atlantic Monthly, at least in part, due to his perceived ability to move the magazine into
an era of mass publishing because Fields supposed him to be “alert to new developments in
literature.”275 Howells encouraged new authors, such as Aldrich, Jewett, De Forest,
Stedman, Harte, and James, Jr., to submit to the magazine. It was also during this period that
Howells first brought Mark Twain into the Atlantic through his review of The Innocents
Abroad.
Under Fields, the Atlantic Monthly continued its main form, while making slight
modifications that aimed to lighten the intellectual content and to promote the magazine’s
financial success, along with that of its parent firm, which published many of the regular
contributors to the magazine.276 To promote the magazine through its associations, Fields
ended Lowell’s practice, adopted from the general periodical practice, of publishing all
articles in the magazine anonymously.277 From 1866 to 1871, Fields and William Dean
Howells, his new assistant, promoted new types of contributions, such as first-person and
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investigative journalism, domestic subjects, and travel writing, while continuing the
traditional focus on intellectual subjects and realistic fiction.278 One suggestion to promote
the magazine that Fields did not take was from James Parton, a popular journalist who Fields
had hired to write contemporary pieces for the Atlantic. Parton recommended the magazine
would sell better with less Emersonian writing and more modern subjects and if “a writer
named Mark Twain [were] engaged…”279
The magazine continued to develop its reputation as the leading literary and cultural
journal in America, along with increasing its circulation. The magazine also broadened its
scope during this period through an extension of its geographical distribution, following
extended transportation networks and expanded literacy to the west.280 In 1863, Fields
remarked “The Atlantic Monthly is a striking feature just now in American life. Purely
literary as it is, it has a subscription list, daily increasing, of 32,000.”281 During the post-War
period, the subscription rate rose to a nineteenth-century high of 50,000 in 1866. While the
Atlantic Monthly under the editorship of Fields took steps toward economic success, it did
not aim for the wide circulation of the much larger Harper’s Monthly, the other major
monthly of the pre-War period, which averaged 110,000 subscribers between 1850 and
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1865.282 In combination with respectable circulation and proceeds sufficient to keep it afloat
and pay a respectable rate to contributors, the Atlantic Monthly paid out in cultural capital to
both its authors and its publishers. The intellectual capital of the magazine, which
contributed to the canonization of the so-called “Atlantic authors” and to the prestige of
Ticknor and Fields, established the Atlantic Monthly as a cultural force in shaping the major
genres of American fiction.
Under Lowell, the Atlantic had been known as a place for relatively honest critical
reviews. Criticism generally focused on the positive aspects of books, especially if those
books were by contributors to the magazine or were reviewed by the author’s friends, as was
often the case. Fields solicited positive reviews as promotional material and censored harsh
criticism from reviews. On the other hand, he employed book reviewers with established
critical reputations who resisted his tendency for critical coddling.283 During his years as
editor, Fields continued to employ the same major critical voices that had helped establish its
habitus—including, Lowell, T.W. Higginson, and Horace Scudder—and brought in Howells
as a new critical voice. Fields used his position as editor to promote the reputation and sales
of his firm’s writers, in many cases to the detriment of the quality of the reviews. At one
point, Fields wrote a friend: “All is well, the pills are puffed, and pills thus puffed will
sell.”284 Fields’s major skill as editor and publisher was in developing and promoting authors
through encouragement and friendship, which was a skill Howells adopted.
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Shortly before arriving in Boston in 1866, Howells published an anonymous piece in
Round Table magazine under the title “Literary Criticism.” The article reads as a critical
manifesto, decrying the tendency of reviewers to base their views on “spleen, personal liking
or animosity, a bad temper, a bad digestion, a chronic tendency to fault-finding” rather than
“the love of truth and justice and an honest devotion to the cause of pure literature” that
inspires “fearless criticism.”285 Rather than criticism debased by “alien purpose,” whether
animosity, partisan feeling, or anxiety “not to hurt the author’s feelings or the publisher’s
profits,” Howells argued that:
True criticism, indeed, is the function and natural habit of every intelligent and
candid mind—which, accordingly, is probably the reason why the ignorant and
dishonest always feel annoyed and alarmed at its appearance. Criticism implies in its
very derivation and significant judgment, discernment, sifting, separating good from
bad, the wheat from the chaff. True criticism, therefore, consists of a calm, just, and
fearless handling of its subject, and in pointing out in all honesty whatever there is
hitherto undiscovered of merit, and … whatever there has been concealed of defect.
Howells frames criticism as more than a professional activity found in magazines. “Honest
criticism,” he argues, is “the indication of an educated and refined literary taste. It is the
impulsive act of an accomplished mind.” Howells imagined criticism as the act of reading
well, of determining good from bad, in which the professional reviewer acts as a more
experienced guide in reading, training readers in the literary instincts that should guide their
taste.286
In writing reviews for the Atlantic, Howells built on the major critical traditions he
had inherited, while at the same time extending the logic of the Atlantic’s habitus in new
285
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directions. Although Howells felt some trepidation at his position as an outsider in the center
of literary America, claiming that he was brought in mainly for his skills as a proofreader, his
role was significant, especially in the book review section, which he took over almost
immediately.287 Howells’s reviews during these years often focus on broadly literary-critical
topics: the role of the critic as a reviewer, a shift from ethical to aesthetic criticism of fiction,
and the importance of developing a realistic American literature and criticism, in both fiction
and humor.288 The bulk of Howells’s critical views were confined to the “Reviews and
Literary Notices” section in the back of each issue, which he gradually expanded over the
years as part of his increasing focus on literary topics.289 Whereas Fields had reviewed
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approximately five major works of fiction per year, Howells increased this number to 32 by
1870 and 71 in 1880.
The reviews create a continuity within the magazine’s critical tradition, from Lowell
through Fields to Howells, all of whom envisioned an educated readership shaped by their
critical writings and choices. Following general editorial practice, Howells wrote reviews in
the editorial voice—using “we,” “us,” and “our” and publishing all reviews anonymously. In
an August 1870 review of an updated volume of a critical dictionary, reviewed in the Atlantic
a decade earlier, Howells joked: “Recurring to the notice which we (editors pass, but the
editorial pronoun endures) made…when it appeared some… years ago, we find that we can
say little of his second which would not appear stale to our readers; for we take it that none of
them can have forgotten any past criticism in these pages.”290 Sometimes this voice
included all readers, although it was occasionally limited to readers of the Atlantic, such as
when the book under review was previously published in the magazine. In a review of
Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s collection, Atlantic Essays, Howells specifically addressed
“the constant reader” of the magazine—or “all lovers of good literature, be they lay or
cleric”—who made up the imagined audience of the magazine.291 Rereading Higginson, who
had written many of the literary essays in the early years of the Atlantic, would remind these
readers of the value of good literature and good criticism, while also pointing to a division
between readers based on perceptions of literary value. He writes:
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Still, though these things cannot teach those to whom reading and writing have not
come by nature the virtues that they praise, they ought to have a tonic and heartening
effect upon others, and keep them from yielding to the temptations of a public that
buys and pays [for] trash as if it loved it.
The aim of publishing the Atlantic is framed as an act of teaching discernment to readers in
order to uplift their reading by teaching them not to pay for trash.
Howells tended toward sympathetic reviews of most works, especially those by
contributors, and he occasionally skipped reviewing a book by a colleague when the review
might be untoward.292 But Howells also sought to educate his readers by dismissing certain
works as not worth the reader’s time. An 1869 review of nine works, lumped together as “A
Poetical Lot,” provides a humorous window into Howells’s willingness to dismiss certain
literary endeavors. The older, “inhuman” critic, he begins, would have feasted upon such
books in public. But the more refined critic, the sort the Atlantic now employed, took a
different approach:
…nothing is allowed to appear that would shock the nerves of the most delicate
female. It is understood, of course, that a rhymester, now and then, has to die; but the
reader shall see nothing but what is perfectly decorous and kind. At the most he shall
hear a confused shuffling behind the scenes, a blow perhaps, a faint cry; but the critic
will immediately come forward again with a pleasant, reassuring smile, and go on
with his general remarks upon the science of aesthetics.293
Howells proceeds, of course, to dismiss most of the books in a very public manner, using the
exercise as an occasion to discourse on literary subjects, such as the difference between fake
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sentiment and “real feeling.”294 Like Lowell, Howells himself wrote relatively few critical
articles on literary subjects during his years at the Atlantic, but he used his role as reviewer to
hold forth on literary subjects, often forgetting the book at hand until the end of a review,
where it could be summarily praised or dispatched.
In coming to the Atlantic, Howells’s aim of a true and liberal criticism may have been
tested, but his early reviews show a willingness to criticize books and authors for artistic and
moral failings, even in works published by his employer’s firm. Howells’s critical stance and
the efficiency of Field’s publishing integration collided in the case of Charles Reade’s
Griffith Gaunt, which was serialized in the Atlantic from December 1865 to November 1866,
published by Ticknor and Fields in December, and reviewed by Howells (anonymously) in
that month’s issue. Howells addressed his review to the magazine’s readers, assuming they
had all read the serialization. He addresses the readers who had found the novel lacking in
“moralities and proprieties” by reframing the question of morality in fiction as a question of
aesthetics.295 “It is not as a moralist that we have primarily to find fault with Mr. Reade,” he
writes, “but as an artist, for his moral would have been good if his art had been true.”296
Howells forwarded a criticism, building on Lowell, that privileged aesthetic reality over
didactic sentiment. Art needed to be true to life, first, and could then convey a moral content
more clearly.
Despite the failings of Reade’s artistic conception in the book’s ending, Howells also
focused on its artistic strengths:
294

ibid., 386.
Sedgwick points out that the attacks on the novel in America were not echoed in England, a reflection
of the comparative literary morality in the two countries that he argues continued through the remainder of
the century. He also cites a general anti-British feeling during the Civil War as a possible reason for
hostility to Reade, as well as other English authors, during this time (91-2).
296 [William Dean Howells], “Charles Reade’s Griffith Gaunt.” 18:110 (December 1866), 767-769.
295

161

The management of the plot was so masterly, that the story proceeded without a
pause or an improbability until the long fast of a month between the feasts of its
publication became almost insupportable. It was a plot that grew naturally out of the
characters, for humanity is prolific of events, and these characters are all human
beings. They are not in the least anachronistic.
This review shows Howells’s willingness, at an early date in his employment, to be critical of
his employers’ publications and, more importantly, something of his critical habitus, in which
morality is expressed through proper aesthetics, which in turn depends on the proper balance
between form, plot, and character. It is especially important to note the centrality of the
terms “humanity” and “human” in describing character as these terms are intricately
connected with the concept of the “realistic” in many of Howells’s reviews.
This review was immediately followed in the magazine by a puff of Ticknor and
Fields brand pills in a review of four of the firm’s books by key Atlantic authors—three
reprints of Longfellow, Whittier, Lowell, and a new book by Longfellow. Not so much a
review as a sales pitch, the review focuses on the canonical status of the authors and what
that denotes about American letters in relation to European:
Of these volumes three have long since taken their place in the letters of America,
and in the hearts of all who know and love the purest, the truest, and the best that
poesy can offer. …
But it is not our purpose to pause in criticism over works that may fairly be
said to have passed beyond the province of contemporary criticism. Rather is it our
desire to welcome them as they are tendered to us in a new form, and to commend the
artistic character of their presentation. For these books indicate that out of the many
attempts which have been made in this country—some of them most creditable, too,
and nearly approaching thorough excellence—to produce illustrative and mechanical
effects equal to those of England and continental Europe, there has at last come an
absolute accomplishment, from which we hope and are ready to believe there will be
no recession.297
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The review attempts to canonize the “Atlantic authors” in an American literature
commensurate with an English model. An alert reader would have been aware, of course,
that the books under review in both reviews were published by the same company as the
magazine they were reading, but readers would not have known that the first was written by
William Dean Howells, who was developing into the most important critic of the Gilded Age,
while the second was written by Albert Stuart Evans, who only wrote this single piece for the
Atlantic.298
In his criticism, Howells did not frame realism as fiction separate from other genres.
Instead, all genres—fiction and non-fiction—were judged in terms of fidelity to the aesthetic
and ethical truth of a situation—an example of the often maddeningly vague application of
Howells’s definitions of “realistic” writing. In a critical move that undercuts the logic
usually associated with ideas of realism, Howells argued that the romance of the New
England tradition was, in fact, the most realistic form of portraying certain aspects of the
New England character, and works of romance could and did fit into the larger cultural logic
of the Atlantic’s critical habitus. The romance, he wrote, “is always an allegory, and the
novel is a picture in which the truth to life is suffered to do its unsermonized office for
conduct; and New England yet lacks her novelist, because it was her instinct and her
conscience to be true to an ideal of life rather than to life itself.”299 Howells consistently
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of Life in the Golden State. San Francisco, 1873, possibly capitalizing on the market for travel accounts of
California influenced by the success of Twain’s work, specifically Roughing It (1872).
299 Howells, Literary Friends, 118. As late as 1871, Howells praised the reprint of Sylvester Judd’s 1845
romance, Margaret. A Tale of Blight and Bloom, as a masterpiece comparable to Hawthorne, Shakespeare,
and Goethe, stating “it is not nature, but the love of nature; it is not reality, but truth.” 27:159 (January
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praised Hawthorne as a master of the form, and he called Uncle Tom’s Cabin “the greatest
work of imagination that we have produced in prose,” but argued that it may or may not be
properly termed a “novel,” since its virtue is its appeal to “conscience” rather than “taste,” to
“ethical sense, not the aesthetical sense.”300 Even the genre of memoir could be more or less
realistic, as with Ralph Keeler’s collection Vagabond Adventures, which Howells praised for
its “truth of local color and the integrity of the hero’s character,” as well as for showing the
true colors of poverty in order to “disenchant youth with adventure.”301
The picture of “realistic” writing that Howells developed, as a part of the Atlantic’s
evolving critical habitus, was thus not a unified theory or genre of writing but a general
approach to reading and writing that privileged literature connected to life, while the specifics
of what that meant remained consistently unspecified. This lack of critical centering may be
frustrating to the scholar searching for a definition of Howellsian “realism,” but it reflected
the critical tradition of the magazine’s habitus. As Howells argued in 1867, he held that it
was the job of the critic not to base reviews on an established critical principle, but to form
opinions based on cultivated tastes and experience rather than “a supposed law of aesthetics”
that applied to all situations. Arguing that criticism is an art, Howells quipped: “In fact,
criticism is almost purely a matter of taste and experience, and there is hardly any law
established for criticism which has not been overthrown as often as the French

1871), 144. Louis Budd makes this same point, largely in reference to Howells’s later criticism, in “W.D.
Howells’ Defense of Romance,” PMLA, 67:2 (March 1952), pp. 32-42.
300 ibid.
301 26:158 (December 1870), 759. He does predict that the “truly American novel” would be a story of
personal adventure. While there is no direct connection, it should be noted that Huckleberry Finn is both a
story of adventure and a story about the disenchantment with the romance of fiction.
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government.”302 Howells’s inclusion of Mark Twain in the company of realistic writers in
the Atlantic must be read as a key part of an evolving habitus that viewed humor as a possibly
realistic genre, in its highest quality forms.

“Humor, with the large H”:
Howells on Humor and other Realistic Genres
While the Twain-Howells friendship is one of the most written about in American
literary history, surprisingly little attention has been paid to Howells’s critical writings in the
Atlantic Monthly about Mark Twain and other authors.303 The standard critical approach has
been to read Howells’s Atlantic reviews of Mark Twain’s early works as part of the forty plus
years of criticism that Howells wrote on Twain. Similarly, the critical writings of William
Dean Howells are often examined in relation to the development of his theories of realism,
often beginning with his criticism for the Century magazine in 1882, after he had left the
Atlantic, and with his editorship of Harper’s, beginning in 1886.304 It was in the pages of
Harper’s, and in his critical manifesto Criticism and Fiction (1891), that Howells forwarded
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[William Dean Howells], “Literature and its Professors,” 20:118 (August 1867), 254-5. Howells does
agree with Purnell on what later came to be called “the intentional fallacy,” stating that the critic should
judge the author solely by his work, not by anything known about him. How well Howells was able to
follow this dictum, when reviewing close friends and mentors, is a matter of opinion.
303 Louis Budd only briefly mentions the years before 1875 in his article on the Howells-Twain friendship,
speculating that Twain “helped Howells resist the local push and pull of elitism.” In “W. D. Howells and
Mark Twain Judge Each Other "Aright".” American Literary Realism 38:2 (January 1, 2006), 101. See
also Edwin Cady, The Road to Realism (Syracuse University Press, 1956), 162-9; Kenneth Eugene Eble,
Old Clemens and W.D.H.: The Story of a Remarkable Friendship (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1985), 17-19; Leland Krauth, Mark Twain & Company: Six Literary Relations (Athens: The
University of Georgia Press, 2003), 51-55; and Susan Goodman and Carl Dawson, William Dean Howells:
A Writer's Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), Chapter 7—“His Mark Twain.”
304 Peter Messent, Mark Twain and Male Friendship: The Twichell, Howells, and Rogers Friendships
(New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 2009), 108-10 recounts the divided opinions on whether Twain
was a realist or not, but ignores Twain and Howells’s writings before the 1880s.
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a developed theory of realism, focusing on the production of fiction opposed to the traditions
of “Romance” and sentimental literature, and it is this theory of realism that critics and
scholars generally refer to when they examine Howells’s critical relationship with Twain.305
While this approach produces important insights, it elides the major (and minor) works that
established Twain’s reputation and diminishes fifteen years of Howells’s criticism by
bracketing the importance of the culture of letters of the Atlantic Monthly in establishing
Howells’s critical development. Critics have found that Howells’s later theories of literary
realism fit poorly with the fictional practices of Mark Twain, but Howells’s adoption and
extension of the Atlantic’s critical habitus points toward a theory of “realistic” writing in
multiple genres—including humor—that accounts for Twain’s role in Howells’s literary
habitus.
Reading Howells’s early reviews of Twain in the context of the more than 200
reviews and articles that Howells wrote for the magazine shows how Mark Twain’s inclusion
in the Atlantic’s habitus both placed him in a new professional realm and illuminates the
early development of Howells’s theories of realism, each of which are crucial for
understanding the literary culture of the Gilded Age.306 Rather than straining to fit Twain
into a limited definition of “realism,” Howells’s reviews create a theory of realistic literature
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For instance, Michael Davitt Bell focuses largely on Howells’s views from the 1880s on in defining his
view of realism in The Problem of American Realism: Studies in the Cultural History of a Literary Idea.
(Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 1993).
306 From June 1866-June 1871, Howells was mainly responsible for the review section of the magazine,
writing approximately half of the reviews and selecting the reviewers for the remainder. He wrote 116 total
reviews of 134 books. The reviews can be broken down into literary subjects (poems, prose, translations,
travel, humor, criticism, literary memoir)—66 reviews of 85 books—and non-fiction (history, memoir,
biography, current events, philosophy, religion, etc.): 50 reviews. As Jeffrey Melton argues in regard to
Twain’s early works, travel writing was viewed as a literary genre at this time, with literary figures writing
much of the best-known travel writing: Bayard Taylor, Howells, Dickens, and Twain himself. Mark Twain,
Travel Books, and Tourism: The Tide of a Great Popular Movement (Tuscaloosa: University Alabama
Press, 2002), 16-7.
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both critically flexible and containing humor as a central component. In this context,
Howells’s critical transformation of Mark Twain into a humorist who could keep the
company of Holmes and Lowell was part of the development of a critical habitus that built on
the Atlantic Monthly’s intellectual and cultural goals while expanding the magazine’s reach—
geographically and aesthetically. Howells pushed the magazine further beyond the safe
confines of New England, publishing and reviewing a good number of Midwestern, Western,
and a few Southern authors, as well as a number of New Yorkers who had been critical of the
magazine under Lowell and Fields.307 He introduced into the magazine, and thus to a new
level of American literary discourse, a significant cohort of authors who would shape literary
production for much of the remainder of the century, including Bret Harte, Henry James, Jr.,
John DeForest, Charles Dudley Warner, and Mark Twain. Howells’s reframed the Atlantic’s
critical tradition from the ethical focus of New England romance to an aesthetic promotion of
writing in which ethical concerns were embodied in realistic characters.
But it was the genre of humor, maybe even more than that of the novel, in which
Howells’s criticism began to approach the aesthetic synthesis of character, approach, and
embodied ethics that would define his later theories of American realism.308 Within the
critical habitus of the Atlantic Monthly, Howells extended the hierarchical definitions of
humor that envisioned quality humor as part of the development of American realism. While
all humor could be funny—that is, it might make one laugh—the value of humor needed to
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Although he refused works by important authors—such as Whitman and Sarah Orne Jewett—because
they didn’t fit his image of writing (Sedgwick, 136-7).
308 Howells reviewed eleven books that can be classified as humor during his years as assistant editor,
ranging from poetry to sketches to travel. These categories are imprecise, as distinctions between genres are
not often precise. Most of the books were by frequent Atlantic contributors—Lowell, Edward E. Hale,
Ralph Keeler. Charles Dudley Warner—and many of their pieces had appeared in the magazine. Two
English humorists—Thackeray (a combined review of a novel and a 5-volume collected works) and Leigh
Hunt—were reviewed, along with two books of German dialect poetry by Charles Leland and Twain’s The
Innocents Abroad.
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be delineated into quality literature, entertaining leisure, or funny trash in order to distinguish
certain humorists from others.
In his first review of a humorous work as assistant editor of the Atlantic, Howells
wrote an extensive review of Lowell’s second series of The Biglow Papers. More a discourse
on the question of humor than a review of the book per se, Howells used the space to set up a
hierarchy of humorous writing by distinguishing between Lowell and newspaper humorists.
In Lowell, Howells finds “everything to admire, and nothing to blame.” He writes of Lowell:
“Quick, sharp wit, pervading humor, trenchant logic, sustained feeling,—well, we come to
the poverty of critical good-nature in spite of ourselves, and it is a satisfaction to know that
the reviewed can suffer nothing from it, but will remain as honestly fresh, original , and great
as if we had not sought to label his fine qualities.”309 As its fine qualities, Howells discusses
the reality of the character of Hosea Biglow, who “is the type of a civilization, and who
expresses, in a genuine vernacular, the true feeling, the racy humor, and the mother-wit of
Yankee-land.” The other major quality of the papers was their satire, in which the moral
purpose of Lowell’s humor is central. In “confronting us with their errors,” Lowell does not
degrade his characters with satire, instead Howells argues “there never was political satire so
thoroughly humane as Hosea Biglow’s; there never was a satire so noble before.” In this
review, Howells theorizes the key factors that define his hierarchy of American humor as a
combination of real characters, based in their locality, whose humor—whether in satire or
characterization—is both kind and realistic to human nature.310

309

[William Dean Howells], “The Biglow Papers. Second Series.” 19:111 (January 1867), 124 (subsequent
quotes in this paragraph from this page).
310 Howells here seems to define satire as a type of humor with specifically political aims. But for
Howells, ethical and aesthetic excellence were always linked, so while satire may need to be aimed at the
political, or ethical, goal, it was only truly excellent if it was also aesthetically well done.
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By comparison, Howells distinguishes the humor of Lowell from the newspaper
humor of Artemus Ward and other literary comedians. Howells notes that the character of
Biglow states that he spells however he wants, with the main aim to “squeeze the cents out of
‘em, it’s the main thing, and wut they wuz made for.” Howells fears that this will lead
readers to confuse true dialect for intentional misspelling, which has already led “feeble
critic-folk” to hold Lowell “responsible for the clownish tricks in orthography of Artemus
Ward, Josh Billings, and the like.”311 He then goes to pains to distinguish between Lowell’s
“perfect art and lawful nature of… quaintest and most daring drollery” and the “merry
monsters” distinguished by “laboriously fantastic orthography”—and he charges Thackeray
with the bastardry of “the showman and the confederate gospeller.”312 While Ward and
Nasby create a type of local humor, which makes “us” laugh and is not without wit, Howells
dismisses them. “For the present they have a sort of reality,” he writes, but Lowell’s humor
would be valued by future generations, who would read him “for the imperishable qualities
of his humor and sentiment,” while being “somewhat puzzled to recall the immortal name of
Petroleum V. Nasby.” In distinguishing between two types of American humor—Lowell’s
artistic and quaint drollery and the merry monsters of misspelling—Howells created a
theoretical distinction between popular humorists who relied on cheap effects, which might
be entertaining yet ephemeral, and quality humor that would stand the test of time.
While Howells privileged the aesthetic over the ethical in his criticism, it is important
to note that this never meant a disregard for the moral in writing—a fact that later critics used
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to dismiss Howells and his literary values.313 In his reviews of humorous writings, Howells
focuses on both the moralistic position of the humorist and the artistic excellence of his
productions:
[Nasby] is wittier and better-hearted than Artemus Ward, and he has a generosity of
purpose and elevation of aim, but he is only a moralized merry-andrew; whereas one
may lift his glance from the smiling lips of the Yankee minstrel, and behold his
honest eyes full of self-respectful thought, and that complement of humor, pathos,—
without which your jester is but a sorry antic.314
In these early reviews, Howells establishes a series of critical concerns that would influence
his future reviews of humorists: the aesthetic aims of humor, the distinction between dialect
and misspelling, and the connection between the humorist and morality. More specifically,
he points to a hierarchy of humor that distinguishes between the “merry monsters” and
“moralized merry-andrews” and the quality humor idealized by the “Yankee minstrel.”
Increasingly reworking the meaning of the terms “reality,” “humane,” and “true,”
Howells focused on aesthetic, rather than ethical, criticism by focusing on aesthetic
categories—style, plot, subject, and, most extensively, character. Even though exaggeration
creates much of the fun of humor, quality humor does not exaggerate beyond the realms of
the probable. The humor of Edward Hale, for instance, belongs “to the range of fact, but not
to that of probability.” Howells writes that the “charm” of Hale’s characters lies in this
realm of “the improbable”:
the characters, in no matter what absurdity of attitude or situation they find
themselves, always act in the most probable manner; the plot is as bizarre or
grotesque as you like, but the people are all true to nature, and are exactly our friends
313
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and neighbors, or what our friends and neighbors would be if they were a little
livelier.315
It is in his reviews of humor that Howells also promoted the importance of writing “imbued
with local colors and flavors”; the prime example of which were Holmes, Hale, and Lowell.
Through reviews, Howells did much to promote local color fiction, often based on the
centrality of dialect, as the preferred form of fiction to be published in the Atlantic Monthly
over the didactic or sentimental fiction that was, for many readers, more popular.
Howells’s hierarchical view of American humor required an experienced and honest
critic to teach the reader to distinguish between quality humor, the merely funny, and the
harmful—a task he admits was not easy. In a review from 1869 of the German dialect poetry
of Charles Leland, writing under the pseudonym “Hans Brietmann,” Howells defines a
central problem for the critic—that an author is a humorist if he makes one laugh, no matter
the quality. “If a man does not make you smile,” Howells writes, “it is pretty certain that he
is no humorist—for you; and if he does, there is no arguing him down: funny he is, beyond
all cavil. The quality of his fun is another matter.”316 Here, he delineates several examples
of humorists who make people smile, but lack a certain type of quality: the circus and
minstrel performer Daniel Rice (who billed himself as “The Great American Humorist”) and
Artemus Ward “and the humorists of his school.” Howells easily dismisses Rice, saying that
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his popularity to great numbers of Americans “did not so much honor him as it dispraised
them.” On the other hand, Artemus Ward and his ilk “mystify the judgment-seat”: “The
rogues make you laugh, in defiance of every good principle of taste and art.” The dialect
poems of Brietmann present an interesting case. Howells, using his critical “we,” is unsure
whether the poems, fun though they are, will be judged well in the future. Humorous effects,
he notes, depend “ever so much on temporary conditions and circumstances,” so it is hard to
tell whether a work is artistically excellent, as he had judged Lowell, or temporarily fun, as
he had judged Ward, Rice, and Nasby. Howells writes of a sample poem: “This is laughable,
we say; but is it—will it always be—humor,—Humour with its mystical H, its archaic small
u in the last syllable, its inscrutable difference from Wit, its secret depth of Pathos?”317 Here
we find a key formulation of Howells’s hierarchical view of humor, one that was widely
shared in critical writing on humor.
Extending the Atlantic’s cultural nationalism to critical judgments of humor, Howells
argued that the critical faculty necessary for judging humor was nationally based. With
tongue partially in cheek, Howells admits a new theory about English criticism, writing:
Time was when the good opinion of the London press would have settled the matter
for us; but of late—the confession is wrung from us—we are beginning to be very
shy of the Englishman ‘who reads an American book’ and praises it. We
suspect…that there is a conspiracy among the English critics to lure our authors to
their ruin,—to make them write worse and worse, till they become absolutely
intolerable… when our hereditary enemies will have the whole literary field to
themselves.318
Writing about The Biglow Papers, he had pointed out that Lowell’s definition of American
humor as a matter of “perception rather than expression,—might teach something to our
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Transatlantic friends, who suppose it to be merely a quality of exaggeration.”319 More so
than in other types of literature, Howells connected humor with national character and used
this link to distinguish American writing and criticism from English. While he did not reject
English humor, his reviews of works of American humor imagine a distinct national humor—
one with both good and bad examples—that require the true critic to teach the reader to
distinguish.320
In his reviews of Mark Twain, William Dean Howells placed Twain in the company
of Lowell, Holmes, and their ilk, rather than the merely entertaining literary humorists, by
arguing for Twain’s Americanism, his combined aesthetic and ethical quality, and his place
in an evolving vision of the Atlantic’s habitus. In so doing, he forged a link between “true”
or “real” portrayals of human nature and a “humane” ethicism that highlights his early views
of American realism and Twain’s place in a new culture of humor. In bringing Mark Twain
into this company, Howells was attempting to transform Twain’s literary-critical reputation
and to reshape the meanings of American literature and humor circulating both in his
magazine and in American culture. Howells extended the Atlantic’s habitus of humor, which
promoted artistic humor and the quality entertainment, while dismissing through
condemnation or silence certain low forms of humor, which included the so-called
“American humor” of Artemus Ward and his ilk.
It is within these contexts of criticism in the Atlantic Monthly that Mark Twain’s
entrance into the realm of “quality” magazines as a literary-critical subject must be
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understood. Howells’s review of The Innocents Abroad set the tone for much of what
Howells would discuss in his criticism of Twain for the next decade and a half, which in turn
set the tone for much Twain criticism for much of the century, if not beyond. Howells begins
the review by discussing the idea of “American humor,” stating:
The character of American humor, and its want of resemblance to the humor of
Kamatschatka or Patagonia,—will the reader forgive us if we fail to set down here the
thoughts suggested by these fresh and apposite topics? Will he credit us with a selfdenial proportioned to the vastness of Mr. Clement’s (sic) very amusing book, if we
spare to state why he is so droll, or—which is as much to the purpose—why we do
not know?321
And while Howells says this starting point leaves him little to analyze of the book, he
proceeds with several columns of analysis. In characterizing Twain’s humor, Howells
describes it as an “always good-humored humor,” charming even in its impudence: “we do
not remember where it is indulged at the cost of the weak or helpless side, or where it is
insolent, with all its sauciness and irreverence.”322 Ethically, then, Twain’s work was in line
with Lowell’s in avoiding cruelty, even if he does not yet argue for the high moral purpose of
Twain’s humor. Aesthetically, the book meets Howells’s literary standards—the characters
are “carefully and exactly done,” if occasionally caricatured, and Twain’s style of “colloquial
drolling” is highly enjoyable and fitting for the book. 323 While the book does not fulfill the
goal of serious travel writing—which is, as Howells states, to provide information about “the
population of the cities and the character of the rocks in certain localities”—the book does
provide a level of instructional value through Twain’s grasp of human nature: “the man who
321
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can be honest enough to let himself see the realities of human life everywhere… is far from a
useless guide.” In a further extension of this praise, Howells writes that “there is an amount
of pure human nature in the book, that rarely gets into literature.”324
In this first review, before the advent of their personal relationship, the reader sees the
outline of the themes that Howells would use to shape how one should read Twain—the
proper types and goals of humor (and a stated reluctance to explain humor), the presence of
realist content in the book through its humorous characters, and the transformation of Twain
into an author worthy of critical consideration.
In judging the work of a humorist to be permanent art, entertaining fun, or low
humor, Howells increasingly turned to the aesthetics of realism as the distinguishing factor
used to convince the reader of a work’s excellence, as with “the amount of pure human
nature” he found in Twain’s book. In his review of Roughing It, Howells frames Twain’s
reputation as that of the Western humorist, but one whose humor is close to life as it was
lived in the West: “The grotesque exaggeration and broad irony with which the life is
described are conjecturably the truest colors that could have been used, for all existence there
must have looked like an extravagant joke.”325 Howells here redefines the purpose of travel
writing/memoir—from presenting the reader with facts fit for an encyclopedia to a realistic
representation of the mood of the subject. In other words, some subjects were uniquely
suited to a humorous treatment. Still, Howells seems to have a hard time praising the book
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fully, as it undoubtedly stretched his sense of propriety at points. He ends the review with
somewhat ambivalent praise: “the work of a human being, it is not unbrokenly nor infallibly
funny; nor is it to be always praised for all the literary virtues; but it is singularly
entertaining, and its humor is always amiable, manly, and generous.” Howells’s praise of
Twain’s first two books placed him in the tradition of entertaining and amiable humor better
represented by Oliver Wendell Holmes than by Lowell’s artistic humor.
Mark Twain was not the only humorist to be accepted into the Atlantic through
Howells’s promotion. Charles Dudley Warner, Mark Twain’s neighbor and soon-to-be
collaborator, was in many ways more to Howells’s liking as a humorist. Warner’s books
were consistently praised in the Atlantic for their light humor and for “their delicate little
pictures of nature and human nature.”326 Howells wrote of Warner’s third book, Backlog
Studies: “It is shrewd, and has its edge of satire, but it leaves particular matters pretty much
where it found them, only teaching, as all true humor does, quite as much modesty and
mercifulness generally as human nature is capable of learning.”327 Writing in the
conversational style of Oliver Wendell Holmes, Warner’s humor was enjoyable without
being crude, coarse, or controversial, a claim that could not be made for Twain. Howells
had befriended both Warner and Twain, and he frequently visited the two men at Nook Farm,
on the outskirts of Hartford after 1872. Yet it was Warner, in these early years, whom
Howells had an easier time fitting into the Atlantic’s humorous habitus. As he explained
when reviewing Warner’s fourth book, Warner’s was a “gentler sort of humorous literature,”
one that did not “thrust you in the ribs” and was thus considered by some to be “thin.”328
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Defending Warner against critics who liked their humor “thick,” Howells wrote that both
sorts could be funny, although his personal preference was clearly with Warner, whose goodnatured humor more closely reflected Howells’s own use of humor. Mark Twain, on the
other hand, kept Howells on edge, both with his published humor that pushed the bounds of
the Atlantic’s respectability and in his personal eccentricity that sometimes embarrassed the
proper editor.
Howells chose not to review The Gilded Age, the collaborative novel of Twain and
Warner, a book that will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. He did publish a
discussion of the literature of California as a preface to a review of Charles Warren
Stoddard’s South Sea Idylls in the December 1873 “Recent Literature” section shortly after it
was released, almost definitely written by Howells.329 Here, as in the review of Roughing It,
the humor of “Mr. Mark Twain Clemens” was uniquely suited to the humorous reality of
California (of which Nevada, where Twain spent most of his time, seems to be included as a
suburb). But here the California humor is not only a local variation but has become a
national humor:
this sense of one’s own grotesqueness in the midst of grotesqueness is Humor, with
the large H, which we have been gradually coming at. …[T]he conditions being
exaggerated in the case of the Californian litterateurs, we can readily account for the
greater irreverence and abandon in their humor, which has now become the type of
American humor, so that no merry person can hope to please the public unless he
approaches it.330
Along with a number of other “Californians of occasion,” who had lived temporarily in the
state but had all moved on, Howells argues that the Californian humor of Twain, Bret Harte,
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and Charles Warren Stoddard had become the main form of American Humor.331 This runs
counter to the habitus of the Round Table, which had classed Twain with Ward, Nasby, and
Billings as the representatives of an “American Humor.” That magazine had ceased
publication in 1869. Howells frames Twain as “the greatest humorist of the three, strictly
speaking … who has, perhaps, also the most thoroughly original expression.” Howells
compliments Twain for not having a literary or poetic style like Harte or Stoddard: “…we
read Mr. Clemens solely for the humor of Mark Twain. He is … present in all he writes …
and this perpetual personal companionship with his reader is as characteristic of the pure
humorist, as distinguished from the humorous dramatist or novelist.” Mark Twain’s
reputation as a humorist, based on his magnetic presence in print or in person, here places
him as a representative American humorist and limits his humor to non-fiction and short
sketches, implicitly critiquing The Gilded Age as his first attempt at sustained fictional
humor.
While Howells’s critical habitus was flexible enough to incorporate humor, romance,
and other genres of writing into his promotion of realistic literature, increasingly he promoted
fiction, both the novel and short stories, as the main genres of American literary endeavor.
As editor, Howells extended Lowell’s promotion of locally based fiction that sublimated the
moral purpose to the realism of the characters. In one of his first reviews as editor in 1871,
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Howells gingerly made this point, while showing deference to Harriet Beecher Stowe as one
of the Atlantic giants. Of Stowe’s new novel, he writes:
Mrs. Stowe fairly warns her readers at the outset that her story is but a sermon in
disguise; and no one has the right to complain if it falls below her other novels in the
proper interest of fiction. Of course one may doubt if a little more lifelikeness in
some of the people… might not have helped the effect of the discourse; and for our
own part, we feel that the declared moral is rather forced out of it than naturally
evolved.332
In this tendency to “helplessly” point to the moral in all their writing, what he later termed
sacrificing “the song to the sermon,” Howells believed that most novels in the romance
tradition expressed their vision of society in ways, “marred by the intense ethicism that
pervaded the New England mind.”333 This is not to say that Howells devalued morality in
literature; in fact, his criticism always viewed literature as distinctly ethical, although
Howells’s moral views were scattered through reviews and articles much as his views of
literature were. But the morality that he had imbibed from the formative exposure to the
Atlantic Monthly—a focus on social uplift through liberal cultural production with a
background of religious, but not orthodox, beliefs—was gradually placed into aesthetic
terms, so that literature was ethical because it was true to certain aesthetic goals.
Howells’s promotion of Mark Twain as a “realistic” humorist, rather than as a
newspaper humorist, shifted Twain’s positional relationships to authors. Instead of Artemus
Ward and Petroleum Vesuvius Nasby, Mark Twain was placed into literary-critical
conversation with two authors Howells similarly promoted as part of the Atlantic’s habitus:
Henry James and Bret Harte. The existence of Mark Twain and Henry James under a banner
of Howells’s literary theories has been taken as a symbol of the critical difficulties of
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defining a Howellsian realism that can include both writers. The two authors shared a
remarkably similar position in regard to Howells, who promoted their reputations as
American authors in the Atlantic Monthly and thereafter, through reviews, publishing
opportunities, and personal friendship. On the other hand, the two came from vastly different
backgrounds, represented vastly different approaches to writing, and developed vastly
different literary-critical reputations. And they thought little of each other as writers.334
Both author’s early works represented challenges to Atlantic readers coming to the
magazine with certain expectations, and Howells promoted both through reviews that focused
on their realistic content. Howells promoted James as an author from the beginning, although
James first published before Howells joined the magazine and was a member of the Brahmin
elite who helped found the magazine. During Howells’s time at the Atlantic, James
published numerous reviews, 17 short pieces, two novellas, and his first three novels—
Roderick Hudson (1875), The American (1876-77), and The Portrait of the Lady (1880-1).335
In the April 1875 issue, Howells wrote an extensive review of James’s first collection of
stories, most of which had appeared in the magazine. Howells begins by admitting that
James was an acquired taste who some readers did not like. Using the Atlantic’s critical
“we,” Howells gives little doubt as to the reputation he should have: “To ourselves it has
334
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been a very great pleasure, the highest pleasure that a new, decided, and earnest talent can
give; …In richness of expression and splendor of literary performance, we may compare him
with the greatest, and find none greater than he.”336 Howells praises the stories, first, in
relation to the realistic nature of the characters. Interestingly, Howells praises higher the
stories he finds to be of a “romantic conception” for being more real than James’s “realistic
subjects which we find less real than the author’s romantic inspirations.”337 Extending the
tradition of Hawthorne, Henry James was, for Howells, the great realistic Romancer, placing
him in the same realistic habitus as Mark Twain, but in an entirely different genre of writing.
Bret Harte, on the other hand, raised the possibility of an American humorist whose
realism might be elevated to the level of artistic excellence and provide a model for the
American novel. Harte had left California, like most of the California humorists of the
1860s, looking to establish himself artistically and financially as a man of letters. In early
1871, he had resigned his editorship of the Overland Monthly and headed east, preceded by a
constant barrage of telegraph and newspaper reports of his progress. Arriving in February
1871, Harte was celebrated by the literary elite of Boston—Emerson, Holmes, Longfellow,
Lowell—and accepted the unprecedented offer to publish one piece a month in the Atlantic
for the sum of $10,000 for one year. Unlike the reverence of Howells in the presence of the
Boston elite, Harte acted as conquering hero, remarking of Boston with typically Western
flair: “Why, you couldn’t stand on your front porch and fire off your revolver without
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bringing down a two-volumer.”338 For his part, Twain could barely hide his mix of
admiration and jealousy, writing in a letter:
Do you know who is the most celebrated man in America to-day?—the man whose
name is on every single tongue from one end of the continent to the other? It is Bret
Harte. And the poem called the “Heathen Chinee” did it for him. His journey east to
Boston was a perfect torchlight procession of éclat & homage. All the cities are
fussing about which shall secure him for a citizen.339
As the “Jumping Frog” had helped establish Twain’s name nationally, Harte’s poem “Plain
Language from Truthful James” (better known as “The Heathen Chinee”) had boosted him
from a status as editor and author in California to a national and international literary figure,
transforming his first book, The Luck of Roaring Camp (1870), to bestseller status and
securing him a number of lucrative literary offers.
In 1871, it was Harte, not Twain, who was the gifted humorist from California who
had been taken in by the New England establishment. The possible reasons may be simple—
Harte had produced a series of short stories and poems that had caught the attention of the
literary elite for their formal excellence and their strong local color, while Twain’s main
literary output at that point was in the more marginal genres of travel writing, humorous
sketches, and lectures. Additionally, Harte’s dress and manner were tailored to the
expectations of Boston—without wild mustaches, eccentric clothes, or odd mannerisms to
confuse or offend. For his lavish pay, Harte produced little of note of the Atlantic, and his
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reputation in America declined, even though his reputation in Europe was maintained during
his career and his established place in American letters continued well after his death.340
Reviewing Harte’s first collection of stories in 1870, Howells praised the writer for
dealing “simply, directly, and briefly with his reader” in writing the stories of the wild
California life of the Gold Rush. Harte does not “overpaint,” but instead shows his subjects
in “all their natural colors and textures, and all their wildness and strangeness of place.”341
Howells finds the plots to be weak at points, but the key is in Harte’s characters as realistic
representations of human nature. Directly seeking to shape the readers’ view of fiction,
Howells makes the point that evolved readers know the relative importance of plot and
character, writing, “People are growing, we hope,—and if they are not, so much the worse for
people,—to prefer character to situations, and to enjoy the author’s revelations of the former
rather than his invention of the latter.”342 Harte’s characters in various stories are described
as “probable,” “natural,” and “full of the true color of life in the diggings.” Howells summed
up by stating that “…the strength and freshness are in the manners and character, and the
weakness is in the sentimentality which … does not seem to be quite his own. His real
feeling is always as good as his humor is fresh.”343 By instructing his readers to focus on the
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realism of character, Howells is able to transform Harte’s sentimental plots into something
less important than the “real feeling” of his human, and humane, characters.
Both Harte and James became the early models of fiction for Howells as his reviews
more and more focused on the aesthetics of realism. Twain was less important in this genre
than other writers, but his move into the Atlantic as an author, with “A True Story” (1874)
and other pieces further enhanced Twain’s literary-critical reputation. With the publication
of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in 1876, which Howells helped birth as editor and friend,
Mark Twain’s position as an author was truly worthy of inclusion in Howells’s definition of
quality American literature. But these texts came to the attention of the public and the critic
after a number of central developments in Mark Twain’s career and life that will be discussed
before we return to the subject of the Atlantic Monthly as a culture of letters in Chapter Six.

The Dream of Mark’s Life
On November 2, 1871, Twain was invited to a lunch in Boston in honor of his friend,
occasional collaborator, and later enemy, Bret Harte. Given by Ralph Keeler, a fellow
Californian and the Atlantic’s proofreader, Twain joined Harte, Howells, Thomas Bailey
Aldrich, and James T. Fields, who had just retired from the publishing business. Howells
later recalled the event as the second time he had met Clemens (the name he always used)
and that the lunch stayed in his memory as being filled with “joyful talk-play” and “eager
laughter.” Over the steak and mushrooms, and witty and blasphemous stories, Howells
recalled a moment of telling significance: “Bret Harte’s fleeting dramatization of Clemens’s
mental attitude toward a symposium of Boston illuminates. ‘Why, fellows,’ he spluttered,
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‘this is the dream of Mark’s life,’ and I remember the glance from under Clemens’s feathery
eyebrows which betrayed his enjoyment of the fun.”344 Twain, still an outsider to the Boston
“illuminates” despite Howells’s positive review of the Innocents Abroad may have both
enjoyed the joke and felt it as a jab at his uncertain status, especially in relation to Harte, with
whom this lunch seems to have been a reconciliation after a year of private feuding.345
At this point in his career, Mark Twain was as yet unsure of his acceptance into the
literary culture into which Bret Harte had been welcomed as a literary star and as the highestpaid and most-discussed author of the year 1871. Harte’s comment may have stung more
coming from a man whom Howells had introduced to the major Atlantic authors. Howells
had not done the same for Twain, later writing that he had guarded him from “the critical
edge of Cambridge acquaintance,” who might not have appreciated him in the way the
masses did in America or the classes did in England. “In proportion as people thought
themselves refined,” Howells would write, “they questioned that quality which all recognize
in him now, but which was then the inspired knowledge of the simple-hearted multitude.”346
Howells was beginning to shape the literary taste of his readers to include Mark Twain’s
344
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writing, as well as shaping Mark Twain’s writing to move in the direction Howells saw fit for
him. While influential, Howells did not have the literary heft to single-handedly lift Twain
into the canon of American letters, even within the circle of authors surrounding the Atlantic
Monthly
The “dream of Mark’s life” seems to have pushed him to imagine a cultural position
beyond his calling in low humor. But this transition from “humorist” to “author” was not
easily accomplished, nor was it a linear path. Throughout his career, Mark Twain vacillated
between the desire for literary acceptance and the desire for popularity, and the financial
benefits accrued thereof. Twain’s reactions to his position as the most popular American
humorist of his day show a keen anxiety at how others interpreted his humor, and how people
viewed the figure of the humorist in general. As Twain became a part of the Eastern literary
world—through his increased presence in “quality” magazines and through his presence on
the lyceum circuit—Twain seemed to experience a measure of anxiety at his status as “mere”
humorist, and his writings and lectures show that he was aware of, and defensive toward, the
criticisms that some in the literary establishment felt toward triflers and buffoons.
In the early 1870s, the public saw a dual transformation of the figure of Mark
Twain—the grounding of Samuel Clemens as a well-off family man and the shift of Mark
Twain’s reputation from well-known California funnyman to nationally and internationally
famous humorist and author. Just a few months after first meeting Howells, the 35-year old
Samuel Clemens married Olivia Langdon and settled in Buffalo, New York as part-owner,
editor, and writer for the Buffalo Express. Olivia, called “Livy” by Twain, and her family
provided Clemens with a new level of personal respectability. Jervis Langdon, Twain’s
father-on-law and a respectable business man from Elmira, New York, had made his money
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during the Civil War through iron and coal. Combining business avarice with social
activism, Jervis Langdon was an abolitionist, a supporter of the freedmen, and a friend of
Frederick Douglass. He accepted Clemens as a son-in-law, despite several letters of
reference from people who Samuel Clemens had provided. Several of these had questioned
his character; one clergyman wrote: “Twain is a humbug… a man who has talent, no doubt,
but will make trivial use of it.”347 Olivia Langdon, for her part, joined with Mrs. Fairbanks in
promoting Twain as something more than a humorist. In a letter from December 1868, while
Clemens’s suit was being heard, she wrote Mrs. Fairbanks thanking her for a kindly letter,
which had apparently praised Twain, writing, “I want the public, who know him now, only as
‘the wild humorist of the Pacific slope’, to know something of his deeper, larger nature—I
remember being quite incensed by a ladys asking, ‘Is there any thing of Mr Clemens, except
his humour’, yet as she knew of him it was not an unnatural question—”348 Twain and Livy
were engaged on February 4, 1869 and married almost one year later, on February 2. Olivia
Clemens and Howells would find common cause for decades in the promotion of Mark
Twain as something more than a mere humorist.
Howells’s argument that Twain was more than a mere humorist was not fully
accepted by other critics, authors, and readers, who chose to situate Mark Twain differently
within their own views of the relationship between humor and culture. Socially, Mark Twain
was only ambivalently accepted into the literary culture of Boston. While he enjoyed many
dinners with Howells, Aldrich, and other men of the magazine’s circle, he had not yet been
introduced to the Atlantic greats, as Bret Harte had been. One story helps illustrate his
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ambivalent position through the introduction of a woman who would symbolize for Twain
the stodgy and judgmental side of literary Boston: Lilian Aldrich, the wife of Thomas Bailey.
In her memoir, she described her first impressions of meeting Twain, although she did not
know who he was:
…Mr. Aldrich came home bringing with him a most unusual guest, clothed in a coat
of sealskin, the fur won outward; a sealskin cap well down over his ears; the cap half
revealing and half concealing the mass of reddish hair underneath; the heavy
mustache having the same red tint. The trousers came well below the coat, and were
of a yellowish-brown color; stockings of the same tawny hue, which the low black
shoe emphasized. ….But when the wearer spoke it was not difficult for the listener to
believe that he was not entirely accountable for the strange gear. It was but too
evident that he had looked upon the cup when it was red, for seemingly it had both
cheered and inebriated, as the gentleman showed marked inability to stand
perpendicular, but swayed from side to side…349
Taking off his coat, the unnamed guest unveiled a neck-knot of violet. While Mr. Aldrich
and Twain laughed, Mrs. Aldrich stared coldly, dismayed both at her husband’s lack of
perception and the seemingly drunken jester. As the dinner hour passed with no hint of
inviting the guest, Twain left and Mrs. Aldrich broke into hysterical tears and demanded why
her husband had brought home an intoxicated man. Mr. Aldrich responded: “Why, dear, did
you not know who he was? What you thought wine was but his mannerisms and
idiosyncrasies, characteristics of himself, and born with Mark Twain.”350
This domestic scene dramatizes the uncertainty with which polite Boston met Mark
Twain, whose eccentricities, born of his position as a humorist, presented something of a
puzzle. Upon first meeting him, Thomas Wentworth Higginson—the Unitarian minister,
Civil War Colonel, and Atlantic contributor—described him as “‘something of a buffoon,
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though with earnestness underneath; and when afterwards at his own house in Hartford, I
heard him say grace at table, it was like asking a blessing over Ethiopian minstrels.”351 The
culture of letters of the Atlantic Monthly existed both on the textual level and the personal,
and Mark Twain’s presence in each of these was never fully accepted by everyone within that
circle, pointing to the importance of intra-habitus distinctions in addition to those between
different cultures of letters.
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Chapter Three—A Worried Mother:
Mark Twain and the Circulation of the Humorist
Howells’s discussion of Mark Twain within the context of the Atlantic’s critical
habitus and within his own developing ideas of realistic writing are crucially important for
understanding the development of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation as a humorist.
But Howells’s promotion of Twain did not settle the question of his cultural position, nor did
the imprimatur of the Atlantic Monthly immediately elevate Twain to a lasting level of
cultural respectability. Mark Twain continued to circulate as a popular humorist—through
his continued insistence on subscription publishing, through humorous lectures on the lyceum
circuit, and through his appearances in magazines, newspapers, comic papers, and other
forms of mass circulated humor. If anything, the critical attention and personal friendship of
William Dean Howells inaugurated and heightened the tension between the high culture and
mass culture meanings of “Mark Twain,” tensions that lasted throughout Twain’s life.
Mark Twain, himself, was keenly aware of his ambivalent cultural position. For his
part, he demonstrated a clear anxiety about his unexpected elevation to a new level of
respectability. In May 1872, shortly after Howells’s review of Roughing It appeared in the
Atlantic, Twain wrote a letter expressing his gratitude, as well as his reservations:
Since penning the foregoing the “Atlantic” has come to hand with that most
thoroughly & entirely satisfactory notice of “Roughing it,” & I am as uplifted &
reassured by it as a mother who has given birth to a white baby when she was awfully
afraid it was going to be a mulatto. I have been afraid & shaky all along, but now
unless the [N. Y.] “Tribune” gives the book a black eye, I am all right.352
Twain’s response shows his awareness of the power of book reviews to influence public
opinion and a keen anxiety at his new position in American letters through his equation of
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racial mixing with the mixing of literary levels. Twain’s metaphor of miscegenation echoes
critical hierarchies of American humor, in which the lowest forms of humor are often
compared with black-face minstrelsy. The shock of Twain’s racial metaphor raises questions
about the relationship between his humor and that of African-Americans, although no critics
took up this connection until much later.353 Howells, for his part, was shocked enough by
Twain’s metaphor that he referred to it in general terms, even after Twain’s death—as “a
story wonderfully allegorizing the situation, which the mock modesty of print forbids my
repeating here.”354
Written by Louise Moulton, a frequent contributor of verse to the Atlantic during the
1870s, the review in the New York Tribune also praised the book:
For pure fun, I know of nothing which has been published this year to compare with
“Roughing It,” by Mark Twain (Samuel S. Clemens), a New-England, though not a
Boston, issue. … In his preface the author penitently deplores the fact that there is
information in the volume, concerning an interesting episode in the history of the Far
West.... Having thus deprecated censure for any misplaced wisdom which may be
gleaned from his pages, the author commences his irresistible tale. It is funny
everywhere.355
Twain responded to this review with a similar sentiment as he had with Howells, but with a
more proper tone, writing to Moulton: “I am content, now that the book has been praised in
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the Tribune—& so I thank you with all that honest glow of gratitude that comes into a
mother’s eyes when a stranger praises her child.”356 Twain’s figuration of his writings as
children, but children of which the parent has doubts—one may be mixed race, one may be
ugly—betrays an anxiety with his work’s cultural position.
This anxiety about the role of the humorist in post-bellum cultures of letters would
continue to be a central issue for Mark Twain, as well as editors, readers, and other
audiences, as Twain increasingly circulated in national and international cultures of letters.
As Mark Twain became more well-known and more widely discussed, ideas about his
cultural position as a humorist were increasingly dramatized in the 1870s in magazines and
newspapers, in dining rooms and editor’s offices, and on the platform stage and the afterdinner rostrum. The meanings of the humorist as a cultural figure continued to evolve,
illuminating Mark Twain’s career in relation to the evolving meanings of American
literature, American humor, and American life.
The culture of letters of the Atlantic may have been the most influential American
periodical culture of letters of the era, but it was not the only one nor was it the widest
circulated. Other quality magazines competed with the Atlantic for prestige, for authors, and
for subscribers in ways that both implicitly and explicitly challenged the vision of American
culture promoted by the Atlantic. The position of the magazine as a major cultural force was
gradually challenged as the circulation of the magazine decreased in the face of new
competition. Following the Civil War, the Atlantic Monthly was challenged by a new
generation of New York-based magazines— especially The Nation (est. 1865), the Galaxy
(est. 1866), Scribner’s Monthly (est. 1870), and Harper’s Monthly, which began to focus on
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America topics in the 1860s. In addition to illustrations, these magazines competed with the
Atlantic by paying at higher rates, attracting both traditional “Atlantic-authors” and lessestablished popular authors. These magazines were popular for the quality of their
contents—both writing and illustrations—but also for the approach their editors took to the
question of American culture. Whereas Lowell and Howells are now the best known of
American magazine editors of the era, other editors carved out their own influence on the
literary culture of the era, often speaking to, and presumably for, larger numbers of readers
than the Atlantic ever reached.
The years between 1870 and 1873 saw Twain reach an apex of his career as a
professional humorist, taking the model of Artemus Ward to new levels of celebrity and
success. Through the success of The Innocents Abroad, his periodical writing, and his
lyceum tours, Mark Twain circulated throughout American culture, in print and in person, as
the most successful humorist of the day. In these years, Mark Twain settled down into what
may have seemed a sustainable career—newspaper editor and magazine contributor,
occasional lecturer on the lucrative lyceum circuit, and author of humorous travel books that
seemed to sell and sell. The model of the literary comedian may have been enough for many
humorists, but Mark Twain had also made connections to the Boston literary world of
Howells and the Atlantic, a culture of letters that had accepted Bret Harte and had made
overtures toward Twain. Mark Twain’s move into the respectable literary venues of the
quality magazine and the lyceum stage, along with his personal friendships with prominent
literary figures, more and more raised the question of Mark Twain’s role in American literary
culture. On these multiple stages, the question of his literary-critical reputation became a
topic of conversation, consternation, or concern as his role in American literary and popular
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cultures was dramatized and debated. While Mark Twain circulated more widely as a
humorist—through his writings, his performances, and his role as celebrity—a distinct strain
of criticism argued for a more serious version of American popular culture dedicated to
reverence for certain values and used the figure of Mark Twain as their example when
encouraging their readers to take their leisure more seriously.
The first section of this chapter examines Twain’s monthly column in The Galaxy
magazine, a magazine based in New York that competed with the Atlantic in shaping the
meanings of American literature. Writing a monthly column for almost one year, Twain
viewed his column as a step up in prestige for his writing, but he ended up creating a column
that burlesqued the print culture of magazines and newspapers by making fun of both the
authority of the written word and the ability of readers to interpret it. Most significantly,
Twain published a hoax review of his The Innocents Abroad, purportedly written by the
London Saturday Review, in which the reviewer took the book as a serious travelogue,
creating a conceptual puzzle about the meaning of Twain’s humor. This hoax, or “put-on” as
I will theorize it, eventually slipped out of Mark Twain’s control, as newspapers questioned
who was “sold” by the joke, with some insisting that the joke was on Twain himself. As
Twain’s humor circulated in more contexts, his inability to control its meanings frustrated the
humorist and, in this case, caused him to lose his sense of humor.
At the end of a year running a humor column in The Galaxy, and a year and a half
editing the Buffalo Express, Mark Twain gave up both and moved from Buffalo to Hartford,
Connecticut, where he took up residence in Nook Farm, a suburb populated by literary,
religious, and political figures—large numbers of Beechers and Hookers, as well as Charles
Dudley Warner, a fellow humorist and future collaborator, and the local Congregational
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minister, Joseph Twichell, who would become a lifelong friend. Twain’s withdrawal from
regular periodical writing—in newspapers and magazines—as well as his move from Buffalo
to Hartford helped shift his reputation away from the model of the literary humorist to that of
“quality” humorist. At Nook Farm, Twain began a new stage of his life as a professional
writer freed from the obligations of the periodical press. In March he wrote: “I quit the
Galaxy with the current number, & shall write no more for any periodical. Am offered great
prices, but it’s no go. Shall simply write books.”357 Twain would begin publishing in the
Atlantic Monthly in 1874, but this periodical work was that of an author, not an editor or
regular humorist, marking a shift in his role as a humorist.
The second section will read Mark Twain’s 1871-1872 lecture tour as a dramatic
performance of his shifting position as humorist. For this tour, Mark Twain struggled to find
a suitable topic and spent the first part of the tour lecturing on his fellow humorist, the late
Artemus Ward. Praising Ward as the great American humorist, the lecture created the ironic
situation of Twain being too funny to fulfill the expectations his audience had for humorous
lecturers. By taking a humorist as its subject, Twain’s lecture contained neither the artistic
“word painting” nor the instructive sections that had balanced his previous travel lectures
between the entertaining and the instructive. Twain burlesqued audience expectations of
physical deportment, eloquent speech, and serious discourse, but this tour, which he came to
call his “detestable campaign” showed the limits of his performance as a humorist in an era in
which the purposes of the lyceum were increasingly contested.
Reading the reviews of Twain’s lectures, this section focuses on the audience
expectations as reflected through the mediated genre of the newspaper review. In these
357

SLC to John Henry Riley, 3 March 1871, Buffalo, N.Y. (UCCL 00582). 1995, 2007.
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00582.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>

195

descriptions, many audiences did find Twain’s performances to be funny, and reports focus
on the laughter as one of the central expectations of his audiences. As the humor studies
scholar Jennifer Hughes argues, laughter should not be viewed as an ahistorical physical act,
but as a social transaction with a rich and situated history shaped by complex historical
factors in nineteenth-century America.358 Laughter had multiple historical meanings shaped
by commercial, political, and aesthetic factors. When audiences laughed at Twain’s lecture,
they expressed a range of responses to the performance of a humorist trespassing where the
serious lecture was generally held. In positive reviews, laughter is seen as an innocent form
of enjoyment, creating cheer, and driving away “the blues”—an effect that large portions of
the audiences sought out and willingly paid for. Other people laughed, but did so despite it
being “undignified” and stopped when discovered. These reluctant laughers had their views
expressed by reviewers who held Twain’s performance to be no laughing matter and chided
him for his poor performance style, his lecture’s lack of substance, and the folly of having
him perform on the lyceum stage. The ambivalent reception illustrates a growing divide
between those audiences who sought out popular entertainment, especially in Mark Twain
and other humorists, and those audiences who thought such performers should have no place
in what should be a moral and uplifting leisure culture.
Giving voice to these concerns, Dr. Josiah Gilbert Holland expressed his concern
with “triflers of the platform” shortly after the end of Twain’s tour. As editor of the
influential Scribner’s Monthly, a third quality magazine that competed with The Galaxy and
the Atlantic Monthly to define and shape literary and popular cultures, Holland spent much of
his tenure at the magazine (1871-1881) defining a Christian popular culture that would help
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lead the country in a moral direction. Largely forgotten in literary and cultural history,
Holland’s sentimental poetry and novels were among the bestsellers of the Gilded Age, and
Scribner’s had a larger circulation than most competitors, speaking to the importance of this
magazine’s role in shaping culture. Holland consistently used his editorial column to
promote a vision of American culture that included a moral mass culture in which popularity
would, or at least should, be a measure of the Christian value of a literary artwork. Mark
Twain’s success challenged this model, and Holland consistently instructed his readers to
avoid “triflers,” “dandies,” “buffoons,” and “dilettantes”—and these categories clearly
included Mark Twain, although Holland rarely attacked by name.
Holland’s attacks on “triflers” on the lyceum platform, and of their place in literary
culture more generally, hit Twain at a point in which he was anxious about his own position
in the popular culture of his time. In questioning Twain’s lyceum performances, Holland
linked popular taste to lyceum performance, a major form of literary activity in which both he
and Twain were major figures, to argue that certain kinds of humorists, from Artemus Ward
to Mark Twain, should be excluded from high literary culture endeavors because of the
negative effect of such humor on the sentiments of reverence, religion, and Culture. For his
part, Twain responded in the summer of 1872 with a withering attack on Holland as a
“remorseless intellectual cholera” who had killed lyceum committees through his boring
moral instruction. Twain’s article was never published, but it demonstrates another instance
in which his anxiety about his place in American culture came tenuously close to causing him
to lose his temper. While Twain’s passion about the incident was short-lived, Holland
continued to write about literature and leisure until his death in 1881. Recovering Holland’s
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critical stance provides a richer picture of Gilded Age criticism and provides a key instance
of an influential critic who questioned the value of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation.

On Being Sold:
Mark Twain’s Galaxy writings and the Circulation of Humor
From May 1870 to April 1871, Twain contributed a “Memoranda” column to the
Galaxy magazine, consisting of short sketches, paragraphs, and commentary, including some
of his better known early sketches, such as “The Facts of the Great Beef Case,” “How I
Edited an Agricultural Paper Once,” and “My Watch—An Instructive Little Tale.”359 For
Twain, his publishing in this new venue reflected his awareness of the relationship between
“quality” magazines and literary reputation. As he wrote to Elisha Bliss, his book publisher:
“I consider the magazine because it will give an opening for higher-class writing—stuff
which I hate to shovel into a daily newspaper.”360 Twain’s presence in the quality magazine
testified to his increasing acceptance into the literary realm of periodicals and to the
increasing popularity of humor in marketing such periodicals. Modeled in part on the Atlantic
Monthly (and also named by Oliver Wendell Holmes), the Galaxy developed a reputation of
directness and unconventionality, at least when compared to the staidness of Josiah Holland’s
Scribner’s or the high culture aims of Howells’s Atlantic.
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Founded in 1866, the magazine was viewed by many of its contributors as an
alternative to the New England bias of the Atlantic, although the two magazines shared many
prominent contributors.361 The Nation, in reviewing the first issue in April 1866, saw the
magazine as a response to “a ‘divine discontent’” with the Atlantic prevailing in New York
City and hoped the magazine would be a good competitor in order to improve the nation’s
literary output.362 The Galaxy shared the aim of the Atlantic to be the premier and central
expression of American life and culture. Socially and politically, the magazine was known
for its outspokenness in matters of inequality and other social issues.363 By the time Twain
began, the magazine was viewed by most as a prime competitor in prestige with the Atlantic,
with one regional magazine claiming: “The Galaxy occupies the very highest place in
magazine literature of the day.”364 With the help of Twain’s column, the Galaxy reached its
peak circulation of 23,000 in 1871.365
Mark Twain’s “Memoranda” column was centrally important in the transition of
Mark Twain from Western newspaper humorist to a national humorist whose works and
reputation circulated nationally and internationally. Mark Twain was well known when he
began his columns—through his sketches and first book, through his lecture tours, and
through the success of The Innocents Abroad. The Galaxy sketches helped increase Twain’s
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brand within a wider print culture through the success of the magazine itself and through the
wide reprinting of these sketches in newspapers and humor collections. Twain’s circulation
via the Galaxy played a central role in his growing popularity, and these years witnessed a
marked increase in the number of pieces by Mark Twain reprinted in newspapers across
America. For example, the Chicago Tribune had first noticed Twain in 1866 in five articles,
including a two-part printing of the “Jumping Frog” story. The number of pieces reprinted
by Twain jumped greatly in 1869 to 14, mostly consisting of excerpts from The Innocents
Abroad. In both 1870 and 1871, the paper published approximately 30 articles per year,
mostly taken from or commenting upon, his Galaxy articles. Mark Twain had become a
well-known figure. In this sense, the circulation of the Galaxy pieces in the magazine and in
newspapers had “sold” Twain to the public by keeping him in the public eye for a sustained
period. Of note in this regard was a portrait of Mark Twain, published in August 1870 in lieu
of his column, which was the first magazine portrait of Twain published (see below).

200

Figure 10. Portrait in Galaxy. “In default of our usual contribution from the editor of
the "Memoranda," we present the readers of THE GALAXY this month with a portrait
of Mark Twain, which will be discovered to bear a striking resemblance to the
counterfeit presentment of Mr. Samuel L. Clemens, editor of the "Buffalo Express." -[ED. GALAXY.”366

Twain’s Galaxy department resembled the common newspaper practice of printing a
column of humorous squibs, jokes, and tales under a name like “Jottings,” “Scraps,” or
“Miscellaneous.” Various pieces from the Galaxy column became staples of newspaper
circuits shortly after being published in the magazine.367 Material from the column was
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freely pirated and published in newspapers and magazines across the country and in England.
For instance, “The Facts Concerning the Great Beef Contract” was reprinted in the Saturday
Evening Post on May 14, 1870, the same month that it was published in the Galaxy, and it
was reprinted in a wide range of periodicals, from the Hartford Courant to the Daily Central
City Register, the newspaper of a small Colorado mining town, and upwards of at least a
dozen more.368 Numerous Galaxy pieces showed up in pirated humor collections, such as
The Fun Library: An Illustrated Magazine of General Wit and Humor, an undated
compendium printed on cheap paper made of humorous sketches, paragraphs, and jokes by
both established humorists and ephemeral quipsters. Along with his successes on the lyceum
circuit, Twain’s Galaxy writings in many ways finished the task of making Mark Twain a
national, and international, celebrity—America’s foremost, or at least most popular,
humorist.
While Twain’s Galaxy contributions may not cohere as quality literature, the
department provides insight into Mark Twain’s distrust of a print culture intended to shape
the beliefs, thoughts, and actions of readers. Throughout these pieces, Twain’s humor is
based on the burlesque of the goals of print culture, showing how the various high-toned aims
of reading—education, moral edification, information, public opinion, etc.—were susceptible
to being undermined by misreading or were misleading to begin with. Twain consistently
made fun of the failure of literature of various types to satisfy its aims: editors print nonsense,
sham sentiment causes laughter rather than tears, life fails to conform to genre expectations,
and readers misread, often with comic and grotesque outcomes. While much of the humor is
368
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found in the incongruity between intention and effect, one particular thread of articles—a
hoax review of The Innocents Abroad that some readers refused to believe was written by
Twain—illustrates how Mark Twain was unable to fully control the circulation of his own
reputation, a central example of Twain’s anxiety over his reputation as humorist.
In his Galaxy columns, Twain consistently blurred the line between the serious and
the humorous, not so much to have the reader take his humor seriously, but to have the reader
take the serious humorously. In framing the purpose of his column, Twain burlesqued the
purpose of his being hired to a high-toned literary magazine by pointing out that such
magazines “lacked stability, solidity, weight” because they gave “too much space … to
poetry and romance, and not enough to statistics and agriculture.”369 The contrast between
the lightness of literature, of which humor surely would have been viewed as the lightest, and
the solidity of facts, statistics, and other serious discourse runs throughout his column, as it
had in his travel writing and lyceum lectures. In further framing his aims, Twain averred:
These MEMORANDA are not a “humorous” department. I would not conduct an
exclusively and professedly humorous department for anyone. I would always prefer
to have the privilege of printing a serious and sensible remark, in case one occurred to
me, without the reader’s feeling obliged to consider himself outraged. We cannot
keep the same mood day after day. I am liable, some day, to want to print my
opinion on jurisprudence, or Homeric poetry, or international law, and I shall do it. It
will be of small consequence to me whether the reader survive or not (May 1870).
Twain framed his role with The Galaxy as an editor—collecting pieces of humor and the
occasional “serious” piece into a mélange that combined the newspaper ephemera column
with the magazine’s columns of editorial musings. Viewing Twain’s column as a creation of
an editor, rather than as a collection of individual pieces by “Mark Twain,” allows us to read
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the column as an index of Twain’s ambivalent feelings about his celebrity, his role as author,
and the circulation of his works within a print culture beset with false sentiment and rife with
poor readers.
The July 1870 issue contained a commentary on the role of the editor, in the form of
“How I Edited an Agricultural Paper Once,” in which Twain as narrator tells of his stint as
guest editor, despite his utter lack of agricultural knowledge. His paper was a sensation—
sales boomed and men came from miles to look at the editor. One man, unloosed from
reason, makes the editor read from the paper. To wit:
Concerning the Pumpkin. -- This berry is a favorite with the natives of the interior of
New England, who prefer it to the gooseberry for the making of fruit cake, and who
likewise give it the preference over the raspberry for feeding cows, as being more
filling and fully as satisfying. The pumpkin is the only esculent of the orange family
that will thrive in the North, except the gourd and one or two varieties of the squash.
But the custom of planting it in the front yard with the shrubbery is fast going out of
vogue, for it is now generally conceded that the pumpkin, as a shade tree, is a failure.
Upon his return, the paper’s editor is perplexed at both the large sales of the magazine and
the fact that Twain would consent to edit with no knowledge of the job. To which, Twain
replies, “It’s the first time I ever heard such a remark. I tell you I have been in the editorial
business going on fourteen years, and it is the first time I ever heard of a man’s having to
know anything in order to edit a newspaper. You turnip! Who write the dramatic critiques
for the second-rate papers? Why, a parcel of promoted shoemakers and apprentice
apothecaries…Who review the books? People who never wrote one.” As editor of both the
“Memoranda” column and the Buffalo Express, Mark Twain’s humorous jabs may be seen as
self-referential, but also point to a larger joke on a foundation of periodical culture—
ignorance.
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As editor of the “Memoranda,” Twain collected and printed a consistent stream of
commentaries on the moral, sentimental, or intellectual aims of literary products. Many of
the monthly columns contain examples of “the sickliest specimen[s] of sham sentimentality”
in the form of obituary and memorial poems, which Twain dubs “hogwash” and claimed to
have a collection. Twain’s column created a circular loop in which the products of
sentiment from local newspapers were republished as humorous examples of humorously bad
writing. Twain turned real examples of maudlin sentiment into objects of laughter, and his
readers seem to have taken to the joke, as they sent in their own clippings, which Twain then
reprinted in the column. Twain’s pieces in the Galaxy read as a commentary on the
burgeoning and ephemeral circulating of printed material available to the reading public, in
which the products of the humorist were increasingly saleable and accessible.
In addition to this example of deliberately misreading the sentiment of supposedly
serious works, the “Memoranda” column also contained several key examples in which
readers, especially children, misread printed material, with dire and violent consequences.
For instance, the piece “Disgraceful Persecution of a Boy” (May 1870) strongly satirized the
mistreatment of the Chinese through the mock indignation of the author at the arrest of a
“well-dressed boy” for stoning a “Chinaman” on his way to Sunday school. The boy, Twain
writes, had been trained through the “daily items” in the San Francisco press to cheat, rob,
scapegoat, or otherwise mistreat the Chinese and that “individuals, communities, the majesty
of the state itself, joined in hating, abusing, and persecuting these humble strangers.”
Therefore, it was “more than natural” for the boy to stone the man, thinking to himself: “
‘Ah, there goes a Chinaman! God will not love me if I do not stone him.” The satire

205

forcefully critiques the power of the newspaper, expressing a common community prejudice,
to warp the moral perspective of the reading public.
Immediately following this piece was a similar satire entitled “The Story of the Good
Little Boy Who Did Not Prosper.” Here, the young boy modeled himself on the heroes of
Sunday-school books and hoped for the same rewards that the Sunday-school boys always
received in the stories, including the honor of dying young and getting to lecture the
community on the moral way of life, as good boys always did in books. Instead, each moral
trope was turned on its head—the blind man he helps up from the mud hits him with his cane
instead of blessing him, the dog he befriends viciously attacks him rather than becoming a
boon companion. The boy consults “the authorities” at each turn, but “the very things the
boys in the books got rewarded for turned out to be about the most unprofitable things he
could invest in.” Finally, the boy tries to lecture some boys who had tied nitroglycerin
bottles to the tails of stray dogs but is blown into the sky “with the fragments of those fifteen
dogs stringing after him like the tail of a kite” before he is even able to make a dying speech,
despite the moral authorities who held that proper for the death of such a good boy.370 These
satires of the “authorities” who shape the minds of the young resonates with the cultural
authorities of the later fictional world of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn, whom Tom relies on as
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“authorities” on how things are done. Twain exposes the sham of anti-Chinese racism and
simple-minded “Sunday School” morality and comments on the dangers of taking texts
literally.
The reader who misreads the humor of the situation seems to have concerned Twain
as his writings, and thus his reputation, circulated further afield. Twain’s Galaxy pieces at
times also comment on the misreading of his works and his reputation as circulated through
printed material. In December 1870, Twain commented on a joke sent to him from a New
York reporter, who tells of a subscription canvasser who attempted to sell The Innocents
Abroad to a New England clergyman. The reverend found the idea of Twain weeping at the
Tomb of Adam too absurd to bear, calling Twain “the great sniveling, overgrown calf!”
Twain’s evident anxiety about the circulation of his works permeates a hoax he
perpetuated, beginning in the December 1870 column, in which he wrote an elaborate review
of The Innocents Abroad attributed to the London Saturday Review. In the fake review,
which was purported to be copied from an actual source, an English reviewer reads the book
at face value and finds a work of “imposing insanity” full of “audacious and exasperating
falsehoods,” undoubtedly written by a “gentle idiot.” The “reviewer” continues: “…the
reader may seek out the author’s exhibition of his uncultivation for himself. The book is
absolutely dangerous, considering the magnitude and variety of its misstatements and the
convincing confidence with which they are made. And yet it is a text-book in the schools of
America!” Only when the book talks about America, the review admits, does the information
seem truly instructive, while Mark Twain footnotes this assertion to point out that the
instructive facts the reviewer praises are his own inventions.
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Adding another level to the hoax, Mark Twain prefaced his made up review with a
real newspaper article from the Boston Advertiser (dated October 22, 1870) talking about the
real London Saturday Review criticism, which had appeared on October 8. This article
begins:
Perhaps the most successful flights of the humor of Mark Twain have been
descriptions of the persons who did not appreciate his humor at all. …Mark Twain
may now add a much more glorious instance to his string of trophies. …We can
imagine the delight of the humorist in reading this tribute to his power; and indeed it
is so amusing in itself that he can hardly do better than reproduce the article in full in
his next monthly Memoranda.
Twain uses this as a pretense to write the burlesque review, presented to the reader as the real
review. He comments that initially he did want to reprint the review, “for I cannot write
anything half so delicious myself. If I had a cast-iron dog that could read this English
criticism and preserve its austerity, I would drive him off the door-step.” Twain’s deadpan
delivery, in print as in person, might make his humor read as misinformation and ignorance,
if one missed the joke.
Twain’s literary hoax worked on numerous levels: piling burlesque on real and then
treating both with a deadpan earnestness that should have been a warning to those familiar
with Mark Twain. Twain, as a humorist, had developed enough of a reputation for hoaxes, or
for distorting the truth in various ways, that whatever he wrote was viewed through a prism
of suspicion, not necessarily for being false, but for being humorous.371 The context of Mark
Twain’s “Memoranda” column, with its focus on the troubled status of text, would have
made the piece suspect as well.
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As a hoax, Twain’s review was part of an urban, largely middle-class tradition of
frauds that tested the boundary between authentic and fake. As James Cook has argued, in
the Age of Barnum hoaxes (what he calls “artful deceptions” and Barnum called “humbugs”)
were not about duping innocent suckers, but reflected the new middle class's concern with
authenticity and fraud. Hoaxes provided entertaining perceptual puzzles that highlighted the
concerns of these classes through a form of (mostly) harmless play in which audiences
explored the line between real and illusion. This middle class, Cook points out, was beset by
anxieties about deception—how to determine respectability over fraud, self-made men over
confidence-men, fraud in the spirit world and the business world.372 As P.T. Barnum made
clear, the “humbug” was based on a mixture of hyperbolic claims about a product’s value—
whether that product was commercial or an amusement—and a product of high enough
quality to satisfy the customer. The “Feejee Mermaid,” for example, was realistic enough to
convince customers that a half-monkey, half-fish creature could exist, but the pleasure of the
humbug was derived from the act of detection—from the puzzling through the possibilities
and detecting what one thought was the truth. Twain had been absorbed by Barnum’s
autobiography, Life of P.T. Barnum, Written by Himself (and published by subscription only),
shortly after his marriage, to the confusion of his new wife.373 The two had not yet met.
Twain’s early periodical writings are filled with literary hoaxes, often deadpan jokes
portrayed as news items that required the reader to realize the joke, or risk having the joke be
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on them.374 In such cases, detecting deception was the difference between laughing with the
humorist and being laughed at by those who got the joke. Mark Twain’s hoaxes were not
meant to be passed off as “real,” in the sense of being read as genuine news. Rather, the
point was in the detection, the realization that Twain was trying to put one over on his
readers. The pleasure of this kind of hoax was in the puzzling over what was real and what
was fake, not in being fooled into believing the humbug was real.
Twain’s Saturday Review hoax divided his audience into those who got the joke and
those who did not, allowing those who got it to laugh at the thought of taking Twain’s book
seriously and at those who took the review seriously. Twain’s burlesque review reads humor
straight and thus blurs the lines between fake and real, funny and serious, information and
entertainment. Since this humor was predicated on frustrating, or at least tweaking, audience
expectations, the failure of an audience to laugh at this disruption pointed to a deeper issue—
the function of humor and the humorist as a form of communication that could either expose
certain truths or question the very existence of truth.
Twain scholar Bruce Michelson has applied the concept of the “put-on” to the literary
hoaxes Mark Twain undertook in his early career. The concept, so named by Jacob
Brackman in the 1960s, describes a form of humor distinct from satire and parody and with a
different aim than irony. The put-on is a type of “miniature hoax” aimed not at passing a
fake as real but at mixing up the categories of false and real for humorous effect. "The puton,” Brackman writes, “at once elevates the fraudulent and debases the true, rendering the
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entire proceedings questionable."375 Unlike satire or parody, which aim to convey a certain
humorous content, the focus of the “put-on” is formal—the focus is on the act of
communication, its difficulties, and its failures.
As Michelson argues, the put-on raises the possibility that humor might not have a
clear and easy message to be interpreted (i.e. to be transposed back into the realm of the
serious); instead, such humor can be defined as the anarchic function of humor or, in
Michelson’s definition, “humor as a subversion of seriousness.”376 Instead of the moralistic
or humanistic sense that many readers and critics seek from Twain’s humor—the deeper
meaning behind so-called “quality” humor that critics from Howells on have sought—this
definition of Twain’s humor raises the possibility of humor might escape sense, rather than
hinting at a deeper level of truth. Twain’s consistent put-ons of newspaper and other
periodical “truths” calls into question, or more precisely “makes fun of,” the idea that either
individuals or societies can be adequately formed by a print culture that circulates beyond the
control of its participants. In this way, Twain’s Galaxy column may be seen as a burlesque
of the goals of the so-called “quality magazines,” such as the Atlantic Monthly, Scribner’s
Monthly, and the Galaxy itself, all of which aimed to shape American culture through a
dissemination of a specific perspective, which envisioned periodical literature having a
positive effect on both individual readers and society writ large.
But as Brackman points out, the put-on may in fact be more than mere play, as it
often "brings the submerged antagonisms of a relationship perilously close to the surface--
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without actually allowing them to come into the open."377 Mark Twain’s antagonism toward
print culture, and his anxiety at the circulation of his humor and his reputation that the
“Memoranda” column brought up, was based on the relationship between the humorist and
the audience. Twain’s humbug review allowed him to laugh at those who missed the joke, as
well as those who were not sold to laugh with him, while at the same time highlighting the
underlying slipperiness that humor required to function. The hoax highlighted the difficulty
of controlling the reception and interpretation of print culture, which escaped the author’s
control when it was sold. Twain’s review attempts to reassert a relationship between
humorist and audience that had already been violated by the supposedly serious review in the
Saturday Review. And Twain’s response to those who misunderstood his humor, or his role
as a humorist, tipped into anger when his own humor escaped his control in the very print
culture he was laughing at.
The question of who was sold, of whom the joke was on, became part of the circuit of
commentary that Twain’s Galaxy column had created. The Boston Advertiser, whose notice
had set off the original story, followed up by praising the hoax for fooling a number of
readers, writing:
Some persons, indeed, may read the whole without perceiving the joke; and we have
before us a paragraph from a perplexed paper which speaks of Mark Twain’s having
“reproduced the Saturday Review’s notice,” but denies that it can have been intended
for a “serious criticism” and inquires: “Who is sold,—Mark Twain, the London
Saturday Review, or the Boston Advertiser?”378
The report goes on to point out that the person sold was to be found, by the confused
newspaperist, in the mirror. The Advertiser commented again one week later, pointing out
the continued correspondence of people willing to expose their “credulity” by the “gay
377
378

Brackman, 89.
Thursday, November 17, 1870.

212

deceiver.” These people are deceived “only because they will be cheated in spite of every
opportunity for escape, and we presume none will be more surprised and none more amused
than the joker, who made his jest so broad that it seemed no one could fail to see the real
point.”379 Presuming that he could control the meaning of his hoax, Twain would have been
the one to laugh easiest at the readers who misread his work by taking him too seriously.
The shift from the anxiety of reception toward antagonism arose as Twain’s humbug
review of his own work spiraled into the world of print and out of his own control, raising a
third possibility that seems to have disturbed Mark Twain—that it was Twain himself who
had missed the joke. In the January Galaxy, under the title “A Sad, Sad Business,” Twain
took ownership of the hoax, claiming to have written the burlesque review based on the
Advertiser paragraph before seeing the actual review. Reprinting a number of responses to
the hoax, Twain takes the confusion as praise. The Cincinnati Enquirer, for instance, wrote:
So it is with humor. The finer it is in quality, the more danger of its not being
recognized at all. Even Mark Twain has been taken in by an English review of his
“Innocents Abroad.” Mark Twain is by no means a coarse humorist, but the
Englishman’s humor is so much finer than his, that he mistakes it for solid earnest,
and “larfs most consumedly.”
While amused at the failure of others to get the fineness of his joke, Twain’s response
conveys a sense of anger, or at least consternation, with those who thought the joke on him,
writing “Bless me, some people though that I was the ‘sold’ person!” To these persons, he
offers a solution: “If any man doubts my word now, I will kill him. No, I will not kill him; I
will win his money. I will bet him twenty to one… that the statements above made as to the
authorship of the article in question are entirely true.” Twain’s put-on seems to have brought
his own anxieties perilously close to the surface of his column.
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As the layers of the hoax multiplied, Twain’s vexation at any of the laughter being
directed at him grew. In a letter, Twain wrote to Francis P. Church, the Galaxy’s editor:
I’ve got these Enquirer idiots just where I wanted somebody—don’t you see why?
Because half of the people don’t know now whether to believe I wrote that thing or
not, or whether it was from the Review, or whether it is all a sell, & no criticism ever
was in the London paper. Now, over the shoulders of this Cincinnati fool, I’ll make
the whole thing straight.380
Twain’s desire to make his hoax straight, to correct the impression that he was not in control
of his humor, was frustrated by readers who failed to take his claim of authorship seriously.
The Cincinnati Enquirer seems to have been the main culprit in goading Twain. In
the February issue of the Galaxy, Twain published a further response to the issue under the
title “A Falsehood,” in which any good humor had been replaced by petulance. The article
starts with the reprinting of the Enquirer article of December 17, 1870, which claimed that
Twain had indeed been sold and only claimed authorship to save face, concluding “The best
thing for Mark to do will be to admit that he was sold, and say no more about it.”381 The
paper offered to prove it. Twain’s response railed against this version of events, offering to
pay the Enquirer $1000 if they could, in fact, prove him wrong and ending with the appraisal:
“I think the Cincinnati ‘Enquirer’ must be edited by children” (February 1870). For their part,
the Enquirer shot back at Twain for taking things too seriously or, in their words, for being
“as matter-of-fact as last-year’s bird nest.” Whereas Twain had predicated the whole
situation on a lie, the newspaper claimed to find no harm in lying some more by claiming he
had not written the piece. The article continues:
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Now we have MR. TWAIN in the Galaxy copying our article, and crying in a loud
voice… Now, this is all bosh. As MARK TWAIN never told the truth in his life,
how are we to know that he is not lying about his inordinate desire to gamble? …We
are not to be ‘bluffed.’ …As for Mr. TWAIN’S threat of exposure, we care nothing.
…Upon the whole, we have about concluded that the “Memoranda” of the Galaxy is
edited by a lunatic.382
The refusal of this paper to take Twain at his word, to “make fun” of him, did indeed seem to
drive Mark Twain crazy, or at least it made him lose his sense of humor. If his put-on review
had raised Twain’s anxieties of losing control of the meaning of his humor, his failure to
maintain the deadpan role of the humorist when the put-on spiraled out of his control caused
him to be the one “sold.”
Twain had already decided as early as October 1870 that he would end his column in
April 1871, and the illness of his wife that spring caused him to skip the March issue and
issue a short valedictory in the April number.383 No further mention was made of his
humbug review or his feud with the Cincinnati Enquirer. In his final column for the Galaxy,
Twain wrote of his frustration at being forced to live up to his reputation as a humorist:
I have written for THE GALAXY a year. For the last eight months, with hardly an
interval, I have had for my fellows and comrades, night and day, doctors and
watchers of the sick! During these eight months death has taken two members of my
home circle and malignantly threatened two others. All this I have experienced, yet
all the time been under contract to furnish "humorous" matter once a month for this
magazine. I am speaking the exact truth in the above details. Please to put yourself in
my place and contemplate the grisly grotesqueness of the situation. I think that some
of the "humor" I have written during this period could have been injected into a
funeral sermon without disturbing the solemnity of the occasion.
The MEMORANDA will cease permanently with this issue of the magazine. To be a
pirate, on a low salary, and with no share in the profits of the business, used to be my
idea of an uncomfortable occupation, but I have other views now. To be a monthly
humorist in a cheerless time is drearier (April 1870).
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Life in Buffalo was not to his liking, and the chore of periodical writing—both for the Galaxy
and the Express—was not rewarding personally or professionally.384 Similarly, the monthly
humor column proved to be less rewarding than expected, especially in the midst of his
wife’s recurring illnesses and the deaths of his father-in-law, Jervis Langdon, and of a close
family friend. To Orion in March, he wrote that “There isn’t money enough between Hell &
Hartford to hire me to write once a month for any periodical. …Haven’t I risked cheapening
myself sufficiently by a year’s periodical dancing before the public but must continue it?”385
In the same letter, he wrote that too much exposure had hurt his reputation, which he wanted
to improve in order to overtake the reputation of Harte, which was at that point at its highest
tide. He wrote—“I will ‘top’ Bret Harte again or bust. But I can’t do it by dangling eternally
in the public view.”
That summer, Twain sold his interest in the Express and moved the family to
Hartford, Connecticut, to pursue a life of a man of letters free from the encumbrances of daily
obligations. The financial loss from the sale of the Express, along with the declining sales of
The Innocents Abroad, forced Twain to undertake a lyceum tour after taking the 1870-71
season off. Throughout this period, business matters greatly impacted Twain’s career, as he
sought to balance his newfound respectability with the necessity of making money to support
his new family. His positions at the Galaxy and the Express were experiments in the
different ways a humorist could make his circulation pay, and as a means to promote his
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reputation of “Mark Twain” as the most famous of American humorists, the periodical work
sold. But it was not sustainable for Twain.
One magazine article picked up on Twain’s use of the fake controversy, and the
whole of his magazine writing, as one elaborate piece of advertising for “Mark Twain” and
his writings. “How a Humorist uses Humor,” from The Phrenological Journal of Science
and Health (January 1871), praised the “advertising genius” of Mark Twain for knowing how
to sell his writings, which they judged to “have passed as humorous, and have been copied
quite extensively in country newspapers.”386 Readers of the Galaxy, the article continues,
“have swallowed with an astonishing relish, constantly asking for more, regular doses of
sugar-coated advertisements of the wonderful book, thereby securing for the Galaxy
publishers a regular contributor, and helping the enterprising author to cultivate a new crop
of ‘Innocents’ for future use.” The Saturday Review hoax, the piece claims, was a further
“advertising ruse,” although they took it to be the real review, but one written as a burlesque
by someone other than Twain and used by Twain to stir up conversation, controversy, and
sales.
Despite finding the task of writing a column frustrating, Twain found that his
periodical work and the continued success of The Innocents Abroad placed him squarely in
the public eye, and he attempted to capitalize on this positioning by contracting with the
publishers of the Galaxy to release a book of his writings under the title Mark Twain’s
Annual—1871. Such a comic annual would have competed with Josh Billings Farmer’s
Allminax, which had sold between 80,000 and 90,000 copies in 1870 and had better prospects
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for 1871.387 Collections of humor were a booming business, ranging from cheap collections
of pirated humor to those connected to well-known humorists like Billings in America and
Tom Hood in England. Elisha Bliss, his subscription publisher, refused to allow the Galaxy
to publish the book, implying that such a book would hurt the sale of The Innocents Abroad
and seeming to hint that Twain’s Galaxy column was already doing so. Twain replied that
the magazine “is a good advertisement for me” but that he would quit all periodical writing if
Bliss or he decided it was hurting his reputation.388
Twain’s decision to quit the magazine seems to have had less to do with that fear than
with the difficulty of writing a monthly column. Twain also gave up the idea of a comic
annual, although he did published his “Burlesque Autobiography” in 1871, which did not
qualify as a “book” according to his contract, as well as contributing to Thomas Nast’s new
annual for 1872 (including “The Case of the Great Beef Contract” from the Galaxy), and he
contracted with Bliss to publish a collection of sketches, including many of his periodical
pieces, which would come out in 1875 as Sketches, New and Old. Twain’s commitment to
subscription publishing prevented him from taking advantage of what he saw as public
demand for his work. Since subscription books required advanced planning and proper
spacing between releases, Twain’s works came out slower than he wished, a fact he believed
hurt his commercial prospects and led to his eventual split with the American Publishing
Company in 1880.
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Fun for the Million, Disgust for the Few: Mark Ward on Artemus Twain
In October 1871, roughly six months after ending his column in the Galaxy, Mark
Twain undertook a third lyceum circuit tour. During the summer of 1871, Twain wrote and
discarded two lectures before settling on the subject of “Reminiscences of some
Uncommonplace Characters I have chanced to meet.” The review of the first night, in
Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, saw the lecture as a distinct failure. The review estimates that the
majority of the audience attended the lecture not to hear Twain speak (which might be for the
best, it notes, since his low tone of voice made him hard to hear) but to see the famous
humorist. It reads:
But everybody wanted to see “Mark Twain,” and they saw him; …and with that sight
most of them were satisfied—ourselves included. We had never seen Mr. Clemens;
we wanted to see him; we knew that good writers seldom make good lecturers; we
were willing to pay the price of admission to see him, even if it had been announced
that he would mount the platform to be looked at, and would not open his mouth to
speak. So we were all satisfied, but not instructed nor exactly entertained.389
Mark Twain was now a “celebrated,” “popular,” and “famous” humorist, to be seen for
certain, but as for entertainment or edification, reviewers reported a wide range of audience
responses—from uproarious laughter to angry disgust. This ambivalent reception, which was
repeated throughout the tour, highlights an increasing tension in the cultural reception of
Twain as a humorist—the distinction between entertainment and instruction on the lyceum
stage in an era of a national lyceum system populated with star performers. Reading the
reviews of Twain’s lectures illuminates the complex meanings of the lyceum lecture and
Mark Twain’s ambivalent position as he circulated around the country performing his role as
humorist.
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Following the sale of his stake in the Buffalo Express, on which he lost money,
Twain found himself in need of income and set out on October 16, 1871 for 76 performances
in 15 states, excluding churches, Buffalo, and Jamestown, N.Y., all places he disliked
because they stifled laughter.390 In addition to the hardships of traveling and being separated
from his family, which he always disliked when lecturing, Twain’s lectures on this tour were
met with consistent and rankling criticisms of his humor and of his place on the lyceum
stage. Twain would later refer to this lecture tour as “the most detestable lecture campaign
that ever was,” due to the fatigue of writing new lectures on the road and the fact that he
ended the tour with only $1500 in profit after “squandering” much of his profits.391 But
while he may have enjoyed the performative aspect of platform lecturing, Twain disliked the
tedium and inconvenience of travel, and the separation from his wife and family was surely
trying.
Making this tour worse, Twain struggled to find a successful topic for this tour.
Discarding his lecture on interesting characters after three nights, Twain quickly revised the
lecture to focus on Artemus Ward, stringing together humorous pieces by Ward and himself
on a thin biography of the departed humorist.392 Twain’s new lecture necessitated
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memorization and experimentation on the road. He wrote to Livy that “the same old
practising on audiences still goes on—the same old feeling of pulses & altering manner &
matter to suit the symptoms. The very same lecture that convulsed Great Barrington was
received with the gentlest & most well-bred smiles & rippling comfort by Milford.”393
Looking ahead to Boston, Twain predicted that “as Boston goes, so goes New England,” but
he found that the “uproarious” Boston crowd was followed by a staid, puritanical audience in
Worcester.394 This pulsing and alternating relationship between Twain and his audiences,
and Twain and his subject matter, continued for almost six weeks of performances, when
Twain jettisoned the Ward lecture in favor of “Roughing It on the Silver Frontier,” based on
his second book of travel, which he was in the process of revising. This lecture, again
memorized and refined in the middle of a tour, was met with similar reactions: a mix of
uproarious praise and disgusted disappointment.
But only a portion of the interest in Twain’s detestable campaign lies in Twain’s
difficulties finding a lecture that would play. The expectations of an audience when they
slogged through the snow and cold, packed into the halls or churches, and settled in to listen
to the well-known humorist present a unique index of the relationship between audience and
humorist. In the 1860s, the lyceum system transformed from a local and regional system
dedicated to serious lectures to an increasingly national system of lecturers booked by
agencies and populated by new types of speakers, notably the inclusion of humorists as
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occasional lecturers to lighten the tone of a season’s series. As the lyceum professionalized
and nationalized after the Civil War, lyceum committees faced a split between those who saw
the lecture course’s purpose as educational and those who appreciated some entertainment
with their uplift. The commercialization of the institution was summarized by Josh Billings,
himself a successful platform humorist, who wrote in his “Advice Tew Lectur Kommittys”:
“Don’t hire enny man tew lectur for yu (never mind how moral he iz) unless you kan make
munny on him.”395 The professionalization of the lecture bureau meant that committees paid
in higher rates in advance to acquire talent and had to pick lectures that would sell.396 Like
the circus and other forms of mass culture, but also like the quality magazines and other
forms of respectable culture, the lyceum relied on a rhetoric of respectability and uplift
through leisure while catering to as large an audience as possible to fill seats or buy
subscriptions.
The reactions of various audiences points to a more complicated definition of success
and failure for the humorist on a lyceum tour. Reviews of Twain’s lecture do not present
audience reaction directly, but rather convey a mediated interpretation of the transaction
between performer and audience. These expectations, whether explicitly stated or implicitly
hinted, shape the basic interpretive possibilities for judging Mark Twain’s lecture as a form
of leisure. According to reviewers, some audiences expected to be instructed and edified by
Twain’s performance, while others wanted to be entertained, to laugh, and to be distracted
from the cares of the world. Others simply wanted to see the celebrity humorist who had
made a name for himself through his writings. But based on the expectations contained in
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the newspaper reports, Mark Twain’s lyceum audiences held too many contradictory views
of the meanings of the lecture platform for Twain to be entirely successful with the large
audiences he drew.397
Understanding the expectations of Twain’s audiences is complicated by the fact that
much of his success as a lecturer came from reversing, or otherwise tweaking, the normal
conventions of the lecture. For instance, on almost every stop of the tour, Mark Twain
dispensed with the custom of being introduced by a local dignitary in favor of a selfintroduction. Mark Twain would come on stage and stand quietly, rubbing his hands together
and gazing out into the audience until “titters” started to be heard; then he would say, in his
low drawl, something along the lines of:
LADIES AND GENTLEMEN: I ask leave to introduce to you the lecturer of the
evening, Mr. Samuel B. Clements (sic), otherwise known as "Mark Twain," a
gentleman, I may say, whose devotion to science, aptness in philosophy, historical
accuracy, and love of -- truth [laughter] are in perfect harmony with his majestic and
imposing presence. I -- ah -- refer -- ah -- indirectly to -- to myself! [Shouts of
laughter and applause.] It is not, I know, customary to introduce a lecturer after
having the amount of advertising that I have had; but as the management desired that
the introduction should be made, I preferred making it myself, being sure by this
means of getting in all the -- facts! [Laughter.]398
This introduction reversed lecture conventions—casting humorous doubt on the speaker’s
learning and signaling that humor would be the keynote of the evening. The Exeter, New
Hampshire News-Letter, enjoyed the introduction, which “led us to anticipate an enjoyable
hour in the presence of the ‘prince of American humorists;’ but we were to be sadly
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numbered among the victims of disappointed expectations.”399 The vast majority of
audiences expected a humorous performance, but the reviews show that audiences did not
always get what they anticipated.
For all but a few who saw no place for the humorous in the lyceum, the problems
with Twain’s lecture were not the intent but the delivery—in the manner of performance and
the subject matter. The physical performance of Mark Twain—both in voice and body—also
violated the expectations of the lyceum audience. Twain’s slow drawl, often monotonous in
tone, was not of the level of oratorical polish that distinguished most successful lecturers.
His physical deportment, frequently commented upon, confounded platform conventions—to
either the enjoyment or disappointment of his audience. The Chicago Evening Post took
great relish, apparently, in describing Twain’s stage presence:
He dipped into pathos, rose into eloquence, kept sledding right along in a fascinating
nasal snarl, looking and speaking like an embarrassed deacon telling his experience,
and punctuating his tardy fun with the most complicated awkwardness of gesture.
Now he snapped his fingers; now he rubbed his hands softly, like the catcher of the
champion nine; now he caressed his left palm with his dexterous fingers, like the end
minstrel-man propounding a conundrum; now he put his arms akimbo, like a
disgusted auctioneer; and now he churned the air in the vicinity of his imperiled head
with his outspread hands, as if he was fighting mosquitoes at Rye Beach. Once he got
his arms tangled so badly, that three surgeons were seen to edge their way quietly
toward the stage, expecting to be summoned; but he unwound himself during the next
anecdote.400
The Daily Morning Chronicle (Washington, D.C.) took a less charitable view of the manner
of the humorist, writing “Unfit habits of manner and speech, all the inevitable eccentricities
of bearing which are the outward form of the inner peculiarity, serve to distract from force in
speaking. …Even the promise of his humor-stamped face seems to fail.”401 Twain’s manner
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of performance, the physical manifestations of his presence as humorist, divided audiences
and reviewers apart from the actual content of the performance.
Although the newspaper reports vary in length, tone, and subject matter, the form of
these reviews usually falls into a set pattern: a description of the crowd and the performer, a
description of the manner of Twain as a speaker, a discussion or recitation of the subject
matter of his talk, and an evaluation of the success or failure of the performance based on a
set of expectations, often in terms of the meanings of the audience’s laughter. Many of the
articles begin with a description of the size and quality of the audience who assembled to
hear the humorist. In Washington D.C., it was “the largest audience ever assembled, with all
standing-room space filled and hundreds turned away.” Audiences were “eagerly expectant,”
“one of the largest and most critical audiences ever assembled,” “an enormous multitude.”402
In both Boston and Portland, the audience was over 2,000 people. In Philadelphia, bad
weather did not prevent an audience “densely crammed; in fact, it contained the largest
audience ever assembled within its walls to listen to a lecture.” Clearly, the fame of Mark
Twain as a humorist led to large audiences eager to see and hear him. In Brooklyn, the
audience “from the first manifested that they had come with the determination of being
amused, and … at the close went away with the happy consciousness of having effected their
object satisfactorily.” Very few reviews mention anything other than a full house; the
notable exception being the Newark Daily Advertiser, which claimed not to be surprised that
Twain lectured to many empty seats, since “those who heard him once, did not care to suffer
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the infliction the second time.” On the whole, the audiences were described as large and
expectant to see Twain perform.
Many reviews focused on the content of Twain’s lecture as the source of either
enjoyment or dissatisfaction. The “Artemus Ward” lecture consisted of a series of humorous
stories hung on the thread of the biography of the Great Showman, with several digressions
unique to Twain, ending on a sentimental note with a discussion of Ward’s early death, often
accompanied by a sentimental poem from an English newspaper (see Appendix B). Twain’s
topic seems to have confused his audience. In a joking tone, the Washington Evening Star,
pointed out the conceptual problem with the lecture under the title “Mark Ward on Artemus
Twain,” a review which was subsequently cited by other newspapers: “when they come to
study it all out to-day they have A. Twain's jokes so mixed up with M. Ward's -- no, M.
Twain's with A. Ward's -- and get so confused trying to separate Clements (sic) from Browne
that their mental condition is pitiable. No lecturer has a right to trifle with his audience in that
kind of style.”403 Other newspapers quoted Twain’s trifling with his audiences in less
charitable terms.
Twain may have intended to burlesque the lyceum genre of the memorial lecture,
which he had written of in the September 1870 Galaxy, magazine following the death of
Charles Dickens. The death of such an author, he wrote, doomed the country to be “lectured
to death” by anyone who had heard the man read, had spoken with him, or who had seen him
in a barbershop from afar (September 1870). A burlesque of the memorial lecture did not
mix particularly well with the need for Twain to pay actual tribute to Ward’s memory while
also being funny. Twain seems to have been aware of this issue, writing to Livy that he was
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“trying to weed Artemus out of it & work myself in. What I say, fetches ’em—but what he
says, don’t.”404 By defining Ward as America’s greatest humorist, he called into question the
cultural definitions of humor and the humorist in ways that did not reflect well on his own
cultural position. In at least one version of the lecture, he further delineated a hierarchy of
humorists by noting that while Ward was a great humorist, he “must not be compared with
Holmes or Lowell. These men have refinement that he did not possess; but this does not
detract from the great showman’s ability to create fun for the million.”405 Twain’s lecture
allowed his audience an opening to compare his humor to both Ward’s highly popular works
and to the “quality” expressions of the Boston greats, implicitly placing himself below all
three in a hierarchy of humor.
That Mark Twain chose to lecture on Ward only heightened the audience’s focus on
the humorist on the stage—specifically in the figure of Twain and the role of humor more
generally. In so doing, he tipped the balance between humorous anecdotes, eloquent
descriptions, and instructive facts that had so impressed most reviewers during his earlier
lecture tours. Twain recognized this problem, writing:
Livy darling, good house, but they laughed too much. A great fault with this lecture
is, that I have no way of turning it into a serious & instructive vein at will. Any
lecture of mine ought to be a running narrative-plank, with square holes in it, six
inches apart, all the length of it; & then in my mental shop I ought to have plugs (half
marked "serious" & the others marked "humorous") to select from & jam into these
holes according to the temper of the audience...406
The imbalance between “serious” and “humorous” plugs may help explain Twain’s own view
that his Ward lecture never worked to his satisfaction. The reactions of reviewers, on the
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other hand, ranged from disappointment to glowing praise to such a degree that they demand
further explication in order to flesh out the expectations of humorous performance that the
tour brought to the surface.
Unlike his previous lectures, Twain’s lecture on Artemus Ward left little room for
instructive or eloquent “plugs” to maintain a balance between humorous entertainment,
information, and word painting. At the beginning of the lecture, Twain joked that he would
not “load you down with historic fact to such an extent that you will be unable to get home.”
Nor would he, to his personal dismay, share his philosophical deductions, which he admired
but audiences reacted to with “intense and utter exasperation! [Laughter.]”407 These jokes
disguised, or possibly highlighted, the fact that the lecture gave little information on Ward, or
on the subject of humor itself, nor did it contain notable passages of artistic description or
“word painting.” These features were a key factor in the positive reviews of Twain’s
previous lectures, leavening the laughter with instruction and beauty.
Positive reviews of the performances focused on laughter and merriment as a positive
social good, in terms of relaxation, distraction, or entertainment. Negative reviews saw in the
lyceum a social institution of education, edification, and social uplift, and in the humorist a
perversion of the institution’s goals. The Philadelphia Inquirer review ended by saying that
the audience’s “continuous roar of laughter” demonstrated Twain’s own ability to create “fun
for the million.” But “fun,” defined as the creation of laughter, was not sufficient to satisfy
the expectations of all lyceum audiences. Laughter did satisfy many audiences, and the
majority of positive reviews discuss laughter as a major selling point of the performance.
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Some audiences were described as expecting to be made to laugh and were “ready to laugh at
anything and came here for that purpose.” Various descriptions of audience reaction speak to
laughter as a measure of success: “the immense audience was kept in one continued roar of
laughter,” “rippling into continual merriment and bursting often into hearty laugher,” and
“his audience were highly entertained if frequent bursts of laughter are to be taken as
indications of pleasure.” Lecturing in Henry Ward Beecher’s church in Brooklyn for “the
usual Beecher people,” Twain’s success “heartily pleased the audience, who frequently
testified, by their applause and laughter, the satisfaction he had occasioned.” The reviewer
averred that “the man who went empty and rueful away must have had a very diminutive
sense of the ridiculous.”408 In many of the reviews, laughter is simply pleasurable, and since
Mark Twain was a humorist, his entertainment succeeded when the audience laughed, no
matter other considerations.
Such a success reflects one major thread of the meaning of laughter in nineteenth
century America, that which viewed humor as a healthy activity to be enjoyed without
reference to moral or ethical concerns. As the humor studies scholar Jennifer Hughes has
illustrated, laughter was viewed in America as a panacea, a medicine that cured whether it
came in quality forms or in the low genres of the comic almanac, the minstrel show, or the
laughing gas exhibition. This tradition of nineteenth-century laughter focused on its effect on
the body and “could generally be assumed to serve the purposes of the body, no matter the
root cause of the laughter.”409 While other uses of laughter, from carnivalesque transgression
to repressive mockery, were undoubtedly operative during the nineteenth century, Hughes
408
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argues that the major trend of antebellum humor focused on its palliative effect on the body.
This historical trend helps explain the positive reviews of Twain’s lectures, which tended to
frame laughter using references to the relief of cares. Twain’s new hometown newspaper, the
Hartford Daily Courant, featured an almost wholly positive review, possibly written by its
editor and Twain neighbor Charles Dudley Warner, that summed up Twain’s success by
stating that “the man who can give such an audience as that last evening an hour of innocent
laughter is a public benefactor, and this we consider Mr. Clemens.”410 Such laughter served
a social purpose through the physical pleasure of laughing and its ability to momentarily
erase the problems of the “serious” world.
Twain held that the response of the Boston audience would be predict the success of
his tour: “Boston must sit up & behave, & do right by me. As Boston goes, so goes New
England.” Writing the next night after his Boston performance, Twain reveled in the
“perfectly uproarious” audience he had stirred up.411 Twain’s performances seem to have
consistently caused audiences to laugh, sometimes too much as he had pointed out to Mrs.
Clemens. On the other hand, rousing laughter was not the only gauge by which his success
was measured, and it was often counter to the expectations of his audiences. The review in
the Boston Daily Evening Journal clearly delineated two central meanings of audience
laughter—enjoyable and begrudging. The review concludes:
It was enough that Mr. Clemens made his hearers laugh, and laugh heartily and often,
and that was what he came there for. Even the man who is not in the habit of
laughing, and who thinks such things silly and undignified, was caught laughing
several times, but stopped it when discovered.
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Taken as a whole the lecture served its purpose admirably. It afforded a
pleasant evening to two thousand people, some of whom might otherwise have had a
touch of the blues, and it served to keep green the memory of one to whom were are
all indebted for quaint sayings without number, which have often driven away dull
care and made us light-hearted and cheery for the time.412
The major note here argues that Twain’s lecture served its purpose: enjoyable laughter that
drove out the blues by providing a “cheery” time. On the other hand, a subset of the audience
only laughed unwillingly and strained to regain their “dignity” by not laughing. The image
of the “serious” man who found laughter, and by extension humor, beneath his dignity and
the dignity of the lyceum, was reflected in the numerous reviews that found Twain’s lecture
to be no laughing matter.
Twain enjoyed a momentary respite from the doubts caused by his Artemus Ward
lecture after his success in Boston. The day after his lecture he attended the lunch with
Howells and Harte described at the end of the previous chapter, marking one of his first
personal forays into the Boston literary world. But his success in Boston did not, as he
hoped, set the tone of reactions in New England. Under the title “Mark Ward on Artemus
Twain,” the Exeter (N.H.) News-Letter excoriated Twain’s “plagiaristic lecture” as a fraud.
While the review praises Twain’s writings as among the “first humorists of his age,” it claims
to express the popular verdict by censuring Twain for his lectures, which show that “he lacks
almost every element of humor, and is lamentably deficient in originality; and it passes our
comprehension how any man with such a reputation as he has acquired should barter it away
on the lecture platform for, comparatively, a mere pittance.”413 The Manchester Daily Union
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chided Twain for including “some very silly jokes of his own which were beneath the dignity
of a clown in the circus.”414 The Worcester Gazette summarized what might have been a
common audience reaction by stating: “…the audience dispersed, the greater number sadly in
doubt whether they liked it or not. They thought it was rather thin, but then, it would not
have been funny if it had been thick, and on the whole, calling to mind one after another the
bright points which had bound a lodgment in their memories they concluded that they did
like it.”415
One further review demonstrates that the lecture itself played less of a role than
Twain’s cultural freight as one of a new “peripatetic celebrities” who had gained fame
through violating all norms of an “acceptable speaker.”416 Seeing a “literary lion”—whether
Twain, Nasby, or Billings—is the draw, and “the lack of grace and finish is regarded as a
proof of genius, and awkward gesticulation as the more natural method of impressing an
audience.” Twain’s lecture kept the audience in “good humor,” but the ultimate goal was to
“see and hear Mark Twain.” This review goes on to place Twain below Nasby and Billings
as a lecturer and to pronounce that, had Twain not gained a deserved reputation as a humorist
through his writings, he would be “considered as unfit to present to the enlightened and
fastidious audiences of New England.” The ambivalent audience reactions, and the varied
expectations that shaped them, illustrate the complexity of Mark Twain’s reputation in
venues where the meaning of respectable performance reflected deeper cultural fissures
within mass culture. Mark Twain’s increased celebrity made him a target of both those who
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wished to maintain a moral social purpose of leisure activities and those who wished to sell
tickets, magazines, newspaper, comic almanacs, and books.
Mark Twain’s circulation as an author and a performer was increasingly fraught with
various and conflicting interpretations of humor that Mark Twain, as humorist, could not
entirely control, nor see as laughing matters. In early December, Twain abandoned his
Artemus Ward lecture in favor of one based on his forthcoming book, Roughing It.
Returning to the form of the burlesque travel lecture, Twain continued to meet with
ambivalent reviews. Audiences laughed, but not all critics enjoyed the lecture. The Sun of
Logansport, Indiana, noted that the audience came to be entertained and laughed heartily at
the start of the lecture. But, soon, only “the boys” were laughing at his stale, clownish jokes.
The review ends by asking if Twain fit with the aims of the local lyceum:
The object and aim, we believe, of the two Christian Associations of this city, is to
improve and elevate the moral and intellectual tone of society, and not merely
money-making. In all candor we would ask if such lectures tend to thus elevate and
refine? Does his picturing of Jack Harris, with his coarse allusions, and his
buffoonery benefit the people? If not, then, in the name of society, let us have no
more such performances under the auspices of the Christian Associations.417
The comparisons to clowns and buffoons countered those critics who placed Twain higher on
a hierarchy of humor. On Twain’s second visit to New York, this time performing the
“Roughing It” lecture, “the enjoyment of the audience was intemperate” and the Tribune
judged Twain as “a true humorist, endowed with that indefinable power to make men laugh
which is worth, in current funds, more than the highest genius or the greatest learning.”418
The continued vacillation of reviews illustrates Twain’s continued platform role as an index
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of a continued debate about the role of the humorist as a purveyor of leisure in the Gilded
Age.
Twain’s lectures for this season were consistently advertised as being the final of his
career, and he kept his word by retiring from the professional stage for more than a decade.419
The detestable campaign marked a further transition point in Twain’s career as humorist, as
he gave up another major source of income and publicity and settled into his life at Nook
Farm. But the end of his lyceum tour, and his purported retirement, did not end the question
of his role on the lyceum stage. In February 1872, Dr. Josiah Gilbert Holland, the editor of
Scribner’s Monthly, printed an editorial column attacking “triflers” on the platform stage that
was clearly aimed at Twain and his ilk. Twain’s vituperative response, a never-published
article, illustrates the way in which Twain took attacks on his professional life as a humorist
with something less than good humor.

The Literary Buffoon and the Intellectual Cholera:
Josiah Holland and Mark Twain
In July 1872, Mark Twain wrote a draft of an article, entitled “An Appeal from One
That Is Persecuted,” defending himself against the attacks of Josiah Gilbert Holland, who had
recently published two editorials on the danger of “literary buffoons and drollerists” on the
lyceum stage. Although Holland had not mentioned anyone by name, Twain thought the
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description fit “like my own skin,” and he proceeded to defend himself against Holland’s
charges that he and his ilk were bankrupting the lyceum system. In a withering manner,
Twain attacked back:
The real truth is that the doctor & his people go about the country massacreing [sic]
lecture associations, & the buffoons follow after and resurrect them. It sounds
strangely enough to hear Dr Holland, accusing us of killing the lecture business; it
comes curiously enough from him—a man who has hung crape on more lyceum
door-knobs than any other man in America—a man whose lecture route is a funeral
procession, & his discourses an obituary under the low disguises of a moral “lecture.”
He moves through the lecture field a remorseless intellectual cholera; & wherever he
goes—figuratively speaking—“death & hell follow after.”420
Twain was reacting to two articles from Scribner’s Monthly, written by Holland but
published anonymously in the editor’s “Topics of the Times” column, from the February and
July 1872 issues. In the February article, entitled “Triflers on the Platform,” Holland railed
against the imitators of Artemus Ward, the “literary buffoon” who had opened the lyceum
stage to “triflers” and “mountebanks” had done incalculable damage to the form. Twain
excerpted a portion of the article into his retort:
The better class that once attended the lecture courses have been driven away in
disgust, and among the remainder such a greed for inferior entertainments has been
excited that lecture managers have become afraid to offer a first-class, old-fashioned
course of lectures to the public patronage. Accordingly, one will find upon nearly
every list … the names of triflers and buffoons who are a constant disgrace to the
lecturing guild, and a constantly degrading influence upon the public taste.421
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Holland’s solution was for the “triflers” to be banished by the lecture bureaus and lyceum
committees, which would elevate public taste and bring back the audience who had fled due
to the degrading effects of the buffoons.422
Since the article went unpublished, or because Holland has faded from literary and
cultural history, Twain’s feud has received little attention in scholarship on Twain or Gilded
Age literary culture.423 Holland’s oblique attack on Twain and other buffoons was not a
solitary incident but part of Holland’s consistent discussion of the role of popular and literary
culture in shaping the nation. As a popular lyceum lecturer, best-selling author, and
influential editor, Josiah Holland consistently complained about the increasing irreverence of
popular culture—from the lyceum to the novel to the pulpit—and positioned himself as a
representative of an uplifting, Christian alternative to an increasingly debased mass culture.
Holland’s jeremiads on the decline of the popular lecture and other forms of culture
were circulated primarily through his role as contributing editor of Scribner’s Monthly
(founded in 1870), one of the raft of New York-based magazines that sought to compete with
the Atlantic Monthly for intellectual prestige and subscribers by publishing prominent
American authors—notably Edward Everett Hale, Henry James, Bret Harte, Harriet Prescott
Spofford, Helen Hunt, Charles Dudley Warner, and George Washington Cable. By paying
contributors at a higher rate than the Atlantic Monthly and lavishly illustrating its issues,
Scribner’s attracted authors who had published previously with the Atlantic and a hefty share
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of the reading public, with a subscription list that began at approximately 40,000 and
surpassed 100,000 by 1880.424
A significant part of this popularity must be attributed to the editor, who contributed a
monthly column called “Topics of the Times” that established the dominant habitus of the
magazine.425 In addition to his editorial work, Holland published serial novels, poems, and
other writings in the magazine consistently during his tenure. Encompassing moral,
religious, cultural, political, and literary questions, Holland’s criticism constructed a
relationship between cultural production and a religious vision of American culture. His
position on “literary triflers” and their impact on American society form part of a larger
position that both provides a counterweight to the Atlantic’s culture of letters and provides a
more complex picture of how Mark Twain fit into the complex periodical culture of the era.
Holland’s views on Twain, and on the question of literature and culture more generally, help
to clarify the larger literary culture of the Gilded Age in which conceptions of the humorist
circulated along with the concepts of morality, authorship, taste, culture, and literature.
Holland’s critical view excluded Mark Twain from a vision of quality American
Culture that made a distinction between edifying leisure—based on instruction, reverence,
and Christian morality—and dangerous amusement, which degraded the public taste. Sternly
religious, reverent of tradition, and skeptical of changes ranging from women’s rights to
public amusements, Holland bridged the religious culture of antebellum New England with
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the increasingly conservative culture of a postbellum cultural elite who viewed Culture as a
bulwark against the social changes of the Gilded Age.
Josiah Holland’s contributions to the cultural conversation are crucial to recover,
despite his previous consignment to literary oblivion due to his ponderous writings and
heavily moralistic positions. It is his moral position, in fact, that makes him important for
understanding Gilded Age literary cultures and Twain’s place within them. Placing (or replacing) Josiah Holland into the literary history of post-bellum American letters expands the
question of Mark Twain’s relationship to the literary culture of New England beyond the
Atlantic Monthly, which too often stands in for all of the so-called “quality magazines” of the
era. If the Atlantic Monthly is often stereotyped as the voice of a religious and social
orthodoxy of New England, then that magazine’s relative cultural and artistic liberalism
might be more clearly seen through the more conservative views of Holland and Scribner’s
Monthly.
Trained as a medical doctor, Holland moved to a literary career as editor and author
in the late 1840s, becoming an editor and then part owner of the Springfield Republican, a
paper that had established a reputation, to quote his biographer Harry Peckham, as “the most
influential small-city newspaper in the United States.”426 Holland expanded its influence by
increasing coverage of literary, ethical, religious, and other cultural subjects. He left the
newspaper in 1857, although he continued as a regular contributor until 1864. During these
years, he published a wide variety of books—occasional and narrative poems, moral letters
and essays, a biography of Lincoln, and several novels—and he began a successful career as
a lyceum lecturer. His books had sold just under five hundred thousand copies at his death in
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1881, including the book-length poem “Kathrina” (1868) which sold more than 90,000
copies, making it the most successful poem of the era behind Longfellow’s “Hiawatha.”427
He continued to lecture and publish after being hired as the founding editor of Scribner’s in
1870, a position he held until his death. As Peckham notes, Holland was a nationally famous
author, lecturer, and intellectual figure whose death prompted the New York Times to
eulogize him as “one of the most celebrated writers … this country has produced.”428
In summing up his career shortly after his death, Edward Eggleston wrote that
Holland “has a worthy fame that is quite beyond the reach of literary oblivion.”429
Nonetheless, Holland’s clear relegation to literary oblivion clarifies important aspects about
shifting forms of literary production and changing views about the relationship of literature to
American society. Holland’s view of culture consisted of sentimental and religious
approaches to writing, both literary and critical, that placed him in the tradition of Harriet
Beecher Stowe and others who relied on an appeal to Christian sentiment in order to improve
society. This literary field was increasingly being relegated to non-canonical status, devalued
as an artistic approach and gendered as feminine. In his book-length study of Holland’s life,
Peckham defines Holland as “the Apostle of the Naïve” in order to explain his greater
popularity, which was perceived to be more widespread in small towns than in larger cities.
Holland rarely lectured in larger cities, as he thought the competition of the opera and other
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public entertainments competed for the best audiences.430 In response to a friend’s
suggestion that he travel to Europe to bring himself into contact with new ideas, Holland had
responded that he was afraid to lose his main strength, which he viewed as “his New England
blood, and his familiarity with the convictions and manners and faith of his own people.
These he regarded as his capital.”431 Writing shortly after his death, the poet John Greenleaf
Whittier summarized Holland’s cultural status: “The common heart of the people always kept
time to his music. And his wide influence was on the right side. Practical wisdom, broad
Christian charity, earnest patriotism, and crystal purity marked his writings.”432 Josiah
Holland spoke to, and to some degree for, a reading public envisioned as largely rural,
ethically Christian, and dedicated to a vision of American culture based on reverence to
Christian morality and American nationalism.
If Josiah Holland was the Apostle of the Naïve, then Mark Twain’s heresy of trifling
entertainment and literary dandyism made him the jester of the urbane—making fun of the
pieties Holland held in reverence and questioning his theories of popular entertainment by
denying the link between respectable pleasure and moral outlook. Despite a wide gulf
between their works and their cultural views, the cultural positionings of Holland and Twain
have intriguing overlaps—both came from modest beginnings and came to fame through
work in newspapers, both were popular lecturers and authors whose works sold well, and
both existed in an ambivalent position with the New England literary elite, some of whom
questioned the value of their work in relation to the established literary models, although in
vastly different terms. Even the first works of each author to gain notice contained surface
430

Peckham, 56. Holland’s explanation of his lyceum schedule is from Josiah Gilbert Holland, Plain Talks
on Familiar Subjects: A Series of Popular Lectures (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1865), 12.
431 Mrs. H.M. Plunkett, Josiah Gilbert Holland (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1894), 101.
432 “Communications” Century Magazine, October 24, 1881.
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similarities; each was originally published via a pseudonym in a newspaper, from which each
circulated widely through exchanges, and each had books that sold very well. The main
difference was genre: moralistic advice versus humor. Under the pseudonym of “Timothy
Titcomb,” Holland published a series of moral advice letters addressed to young people that
helped establish his reputation as a genial moralist. One example, touching on the subject of
humor, will suffice:
Genuine Wit in a man is almost always genial; wit in a woman, however genial it
may be at first, almost always gets into personalities, sooner or later, which makes it
very dangerous and very hateful. …I have known not a few women whose personal
witticisms were enjoyed by the gossip-loving crowd around her, every man of whom
would as soon think of marrying a tigress as the one he was flattering by the applause
of his laugh.433
Holland’s discourses tended to be highly religious, highly gendered, and highly moralistic.
And even though his writings circulated in similar ways to Twain’s, the content and cultural
position of each was vastly different.
By attacking the triflers and buffoons, among whom Twain felt himself the primary
target, Holland was not attacking humor per se—of which he stated, “wit and humor are
always good as condiments, but never as food”—but the professional humorist as a harbinger
of the intrusion of a degrading mass culture into the realm of the lyceum. A well-established
lecturer, Holland viewed the lyceum as an agent of “the elevation and purification of the
public taste,” especially taste in literary matters for the young, and he viewed the
“professional jesters” who had gained a place on the lyceum platform as low drollerists no
different from “negro minstrels,” except that the minstrels did not claim to be
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Timothy Titcomb, esq. [pseudonym of Josiah Holland], Titcomb's Letters to Young People, Single and
Married. (New York: C. Scribner, 1866), 135.
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“respectable.”434 Whereas Howells was arguing for Twain’s respectable position in a
hierarchy of humor, Holland placed him squarely at the bottom, among the minstrels, who for
both critics represented the lowest class of humor.
Writing in the Atlantic Monthly in 1865 on “The Popular Lecture,” Holland argued
that the lecture represented a central, yet unappreciated, institution in shaping the popular
taste in America. His article linked the moral dimension of literary culture with the Atlantic’s
habitus of social uplift through public discussion. Not merely educational in terms of facts,
the lecture’s goal, according to Holland, was to provide men with ideas on how to understand
life. The lecturer “takes the facts with which the popular life has come into contact and
association, and draws from them their nutritive and motive power, and points out their
relations to individual and universal good, and organizes around them the popular
thought.”435 And this popular thought, Holland argued, has been organized around a number
of common goods inspired by the lecturer: a generous toleration of men and ideas, the
education of public tastes, the improvements of sermons by example, and the promotion of
“universal liberty.”436 By educating the public taste, the lecture would destroy “the desire for
all amusements of a lower grade,” thus uplifting the entire community to wholesome
endeavors and the patronage of uplifting speakers. 437 But he notes that the lyceum had
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[Josiah Gilbert Holland], “Triflers on the Platform.” Scribner’s Monthly (February 1872), 489.
Subsequent references to Holland’s Scribner’s columns will be given parenthetically with date and year.
435 [Josiah Holland], “The Popular Lecture.” 15:89 (March 1865), 367. As one of the most popular lyceum
speakers of the era, Holland’s economic interest in maintaining his type of lecturing as the type of lyceum
style might be apparent. More importantly, Holland consistently framed the lyceum as a key component of
moral literary culture.
436 ibid., 369-70.
437 ibid., 366. The cultural import of the earnest lecturer is summarized at the end of the article in clearly
hyperbolic Christian rhetoric: “When the cloud which now envelops the country shall gather up its
sulphurous folds and roll away, tinted in its retiring by the smile of God beaming from a calm sky upon a
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recently been sullied by the presence of “triflers” on the platform, stating that humorous
lecturers had “no better motive and no higher mission than the stage-clown and the negrominstrel.” Holland’s attempts at correcting the institution were thus well developed before
Twain had ever lectured.
The continued popularity of humorous lecturers and their inclusion on the lists of
lyceum programs clearly galled Holland. The elevation of Mark Twain to the foremost ranks
of these performers made him Holland’s clearest target, especially after the death of Artemus
Ward. From his new perch at Scribner’s, Holland was able to continue his crusade against
humorous triflers and his arguments about the importance of the lecture in American literary
culture. For instance, in an essay called “Lecture-Brokers and Lecture-Breakers” (March
1871), Holland traced the financial decline of the lyceum to the formation of lecture bureaus,
which increased prices and foisted untested or otherwise poor speakers onto lyceum societies.
Not surprisingly, this includes certain “literary jesters and mountebanks,” whose popularity
took away from men of serious purpose who had, in Holland’s words, “shaped opinion,
developed sentiment, agitated great public questions, denounced wrongs, taught, exhorted,
stirred the people.” The current lyceum system was degrading into mere entertainment that
failed to minister to “manly and womanly want.” The articles that incensed Twain appeared
in 1872, followed by a piece called “Star-Lecturing” in May 1874, again decrying the
influence of the lecture bureaus in promoting star performers who bankrupt lyceums by
cheapening them to mere entertainment and driving off quality speakers and quality
audiences. Throughout these articles, Holland consistently defended the moral purpose he

he will find one, starting far inland among the mountains, longer than the rest and mightier than most, and
will recognize it as the confluent outpouring of living, Christian speech, from ten thousand lectureplatforms, on which free men stood and vindicated the right of man to freedom” (370).
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saw at the center of the lecture course, which he described as “one of the most powerful
civilizing influences of our time,” from the intrusions of mass culture and the specter of mere
entertainment.438
In his own defense, Twain addressed the financial boon that his own performances
had provided for lyceum societies that had been damaged by Holland’s failure to draw an
audience. Interestingly, in three separate places in his manuscript, Twain crossed out the
first-person “I” and replaced it with “one or two ‘literary buffoons’” when giving examples
of how he had earned large amounts of money for a lyceum by drawing an audience “who
were willing to have their taste ‘degraded’ but did not need any threadbare ‘instruction.’”
Twain goes on to mock Holland’s insistence on “instruction” by pointing out that in the “old
ignorant times” people only had crops and weather to talk about and could use “a little
tedious miscellaneous ‘instruction.’” But that in the days when newspapers and libraries
provide a surfeit of such instruction (Twain uses the phrase “cram everybody to
suffocation”), what people look for in the lyceum is entertainment: “the thing their
overburdened heads pine for is wholesome relief in the shape of amusement, entertainment,
care-banishing laughter—not a further stuffing at the hands of a blessed perambulating sack
of chloroform.” Twain’s antagonism toward Holland’s attack demonstrates his anxiety at his
cultural position and an aggressive repudiation of Holland’s critical habitus.
Twain seems to have dropped Holland out of his mind, apart from a brief
correspondence between the two, but Holland’s continued criticism in Scribner’s at times
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the vulgar crowd” (“Winter Amusements” Scribner’s Monthly, 273-275).
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targeted Twain, as well as William Dean Howells.439 Holland’s critiques over the course of
the 1870s demonstrate that Twain’s growing popularity in American culture was not
accomplished simply through Howells’s approval nor was Twain accepted within the more
general realm of “quality magazine.” Scribner’s imagined American culture, and literature’s
role in it, differently than the Atlantic Monthly, by envisioning a different definition of the
American canon and its standards. Mark Twain’s exclusion from Holland’s canon, and thus
Scribner’s Monthly’s, vision of the cultural role of literature would have affected the ways in
which readers perceived the value of Twain as an author and a performer—pointing to
important schisms in audience reception between rural and urban, by region, and by
philosophical or cultural outlook.
Holland continued to use his editorial column at Scribner’s, and two book collections
of his essays, to argue for his vision of American culture, including the role of arts and
literature in the development of that culture. His literary criticism was less about literature
as a subject than about literary activities, including the lyceum, reading circles, and reading
in general, as a response to what he perceived as the changing experiences of the reading
public and the threats to the “popular taste” by increasingly popular forms of entertainment.
Holland never reviewed single books, and only occasionally discussed individual authors.
Instead, he favored broad pronouncements on subjects.
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Holland wrote Twain on April 28, 1875, asking him to contribute an article to Scribner’s on Hartford,
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Holland’s critical writings in Scribner’s—on topics ranging from religion to art to
literature to the popular lecture—point to the key idea that he promoted: the centrality of a
moral purpose as a reflection of a Christian view of American culture. Holland’s essay, “The
Faults of Culture” (January 1872), chastised those who pursue culture for its own sake, rather
than for the sake of Christian benevolence. “A culture which does not serve God,” he writes,
“by direct purpose, and with loving and reverent devotion, is the purest type of practical
infidelity.” Literature, in this critical view, plays the role of “artistic ministry”: “literature has
no uses save it ministers to the comfort, the pure pleasure, the strength, the elevation and the
spiritual culture of the race” (“Literary Hindrances,” March 1874). Holland’s views framed
American culture as moving teleologically toward a more perfect social system, one in which
literary activities played a small but important part in shaping culture. The main reward of
literary labor, then, was spiritual and manifested itself in a widespread social regard that
gathers around those whom the public considers to be good in both literary output and
character.440 In surveying Holland’s comments on literary figures, Peckham finds that
Holland judged literary figures based on a combination of their popular appeal, ethical
quality, and personal character. Not surprisingly, Holland praised Stowe, Longfellow, and
Whittier among American authors, while disapproving of the works and/or character of Poe,
Whitman, and Thoreau.441
The relationship between criticism, religious taste, and literary popularity is central to
understanding Holland’s view of Twain. The competent critic, he wrote in “The Indecencies
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See Every-Day Topics, 19, 32, 40. Holland does not ignore the economics of reward, ending “The
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of Criticism” (April 1872), plays an important role—“to assist the public in arriving at a just
judgment of the various productions of literature and art, and the enlightenment and
correction of their producers.” The vast majority of critics, he writes, do none of this and
have therefore lost the ability to influence the public or accurately judge a book. He
humorously (although it is hard to tell if the humor is intentional) catalogs the types of
“indecent critics” by their faults, including the man of theory, who “assumes to be a sort of
inspector-general of literary and artistic wares, and sorts them, as they come along, by their
defects.” As with Twain and the “literary trifler” of the lecture hall, it is not hard to see here
a reference to Howells and his position as editor at the Atlantic Monthly. Holland may also
have had Howells in mind when criticizing an unnamed critic who seemed to hold that no
poem could be good that sprang from moral, rather than artistic, aims. Holland writes that
such a heretic criticism would hold that “the poetic muse is never to be either teacher or
preacher; and a poem with a moral is a work of art with that one fatal blot, or taint, or
weakness, or unseemly superfluity which destroys its genuineness” (“A Heresy of Art, April
1872). Whereas Howells wished for the author to explore morality through the portrayal of
realistic characters, Holland subsumed artistic considerations to the moral aim of all artistic
and cultural production.
In a January 1873 article, “Criticism as a Fine Art,” Holland excoriates almost all
literary criticism, which he saw as accomplishing nothing more than revealing the prejudices
and views of the men who produced it. Critics, he argues, are powerless to determine public
opinion about the value of books, which is determined elsewhere: “Though a thousand critics
determine that a book ought not to live, if it is a real book it lives, without the slightest
reference to their opinions and protests.” Of course, Holland was not immune to his own
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theory that criticism largely functions to reveal the man behind the criticism. Throughout his
writings on literary subjects, Holland repeatedly complains of the critics who savage a writer,
despite the fact that the public buys the books and finds value in them. In “Conscience and
Courtesy in Criticism,” for example, Holland bemoaned the animus of literary critics from
which there is no escape or defense for writers: “they have published a book, in which they
have incorporated the results of a life of labor and thought and suffering, with the hope of
doing good, and of adding something to the literary wealth of their country; and they have in
so doing committed a sin which places them at the mercy of every man who holds a
periodical press at his command.”442 It is not hard here to see the man behind the critic who
had been stung by the harsh criticisms of the press despite the popularity of his work.
And indeed Holland’s work was rather consistently derided. 443 Holland’s biographer
notes that Longfellow, Lowell, Whitman, Aldrich, Howells, and Harte all had negative things
to say about Holland’s writing.444 Before coming to the Atlantic, Howells wrote an article
“Concerning Timothy Titcomb,” in which he noted that the popularity of Holland proved that
reputation, unlike butter or eggs, are still “to be had cheap among us.”445 Reviewing his
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Josiah Gilbert Holland, Every-Day Topics: A Book of Briefs. 1st., 71-2. This article did not appear in
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book-length poem, Kathrina, in the Atlantic, Howells professes to hold “reverence” for the
high purpose Holland has for his writing. Howells argues that the religious motive takes a
writer of high skill in order to make the characters of a parable “true to life,” but that Holland
fails to make his characters real. He writes that Holland’s book would “doubtless find
readers enough to agree with him, if he should not care to accept our estimate of his whole
poem. Nevertheless, we must confess that it appears to us puerile in conception, destitute of
due motive, and crude and inartistic in treatment.” 446 Howells’s critiques of Holland’s poem
reflect his critical promotion of realistic writing, even in the form of a professedly didactic
poem. Howells’s early writings picture a young author and editor working through ideas
about the relationship between realistic art and cultural production, whereas Holland’s
writings portray a coherent view of a moral universe where good literature, like all valuable
forms of culture, ministered to the needs of its readers and was rewarded by reverence for the
author and his or her popular, if not critical, standing in the popular imagination. 447
Holland’s own popularity bore out his theory that moral entertainment would find favor with
the public: his magazine increased its circulation year by year, he remained popular on the
lyceum circuit, and his works sold well throughout the era.
But Twain’s continued and growing popularity would have certainly not fit into this
model of Christian popular culture, and Holland’s writings coalesced around his moral view

deal of good to commonplace people; that they reach a large class of hearers and readers who could not be
reached by men of genius; that they act as smoked glasses for the weak vision that would else turn away
from thought, or, regarding her, would be dazzled to death by her aspect. We desire to give Mr. Holland’s
admirers and apologists the benefit of this doubt” (54).
446 [William Dean Howells], “Kathrina,’ Atlantic Monthly, 20:122 (December 1867), 763-4.
447 A review of Every-Day Topics in the Atlantic Monthly faulted Holland for his lack of style and taste,
despite his evident desire to do good, concluding: “To our thinking, he has qualities better than taste alone,
but they are warped and injured by the absence of taste. And his mistakes, though serious, might be passed
over but for his influence with the thousands of readers who, he reminds us, are familiar with his
editorials.” [George Lathrop], 38:229 (November 1876), 632.
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of a culture that excluded Mark Twain and other buffoons from the realm of respectable
amusement. In his essays, Holland tended to link the word “trifler” with the words
“dilettanti” and “dandy,” as opposed to authors and critics who are “earnest” and who
demonstrate “virility” and “reverence.” While he gives many examples of earnest and virile
authors, he largely eschews referring to the triflers by name, apart from a lengthy critique of
Whitman and a brusque dismissal of Poe and Thoreau (“Literary Virility,” March 1876).448
But in “Dandyism” (September 1880), Holland seems to extend his critique to Artemus Ward
and Mark Twain through the distinction between earnestness and “literary dandies”—who
focus on the surface, on the manner of saying something rather than the matter, and who
“perform literary gymnastics in order to attract attention.” Holland goes on to speak of the
one “eminent literary dandy” in American literary history, presumably Artemus Ward.
Holland writes that instead of teaching or inspiring, this dandy was “content to play with his
pen, and seek for their applause,” and, thus:
People read his clever verses and clapped their hands, but those verses did not voice
any man’s or woman’s aspirations, or sooth any man’s or woman’s sorrows. They
helped nobody. They were not the earnest outpourings of a nature consecrated either
to God or song, and the response that they met in the public heart was not one of
grateful appropriation, though that heart was not slow to offer the incense of its
admiration to the clever and graceful, even if supremely selfish, artist.
He brings this to the reader’s attention, he continues, because figures still living and writing
are following the spirit of his work by producing literature that sought attention rather than to
elevate and purify the culture.
The distinction between moral instruction and edification, on one side, and degrading
amusement and entertainment, on the other, was a key question when critics and editors
448
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created their versions of American culture and the role of the humorist within popular
culture. In “The Legitimate Novel” (August 1880), Holland again took up the question of
morality and the criticism of the novel, complaining of the critics who held that the only
artistic novel was focused on society, rather than looking at the larger point of fiction—which
he argues is both to amuse and to instruct.449 Holland’s view of literature’s ministerial
function pertains to directly moral and religious works, as well as to the more general good of
recreation. In an earlier piece, he wrote that readers, not critics, determined the value of
fiction:
Life is humdrum, or fatiguing, and they come to the novel only for forgetfulness, or
the pleasant excitement that a contemplation of new scenes and new characters
affords. To such as these, a good novel is a benediction, for it relieves them of their
burdens, clothes the commonplace with romance, and gives new meaning to human
action and human life (“The Interest of Fiction, December 1876).
The common reader, then, looks to literature not as an art form to be perfected, the way
Howells looked at it (although that name goes unspoken), but for “fun.” But he makes the
further point that fun, amusement, and joy are derived from works that eschew, or punish,
vulgarity, vice, crime, and scandal as the source of those pleasures.450
For Holland, Twain and his ilk were firmly on one side of a divide between good and
bad forms of popular culture. The buffoon eroded public sentiment and “no thoughtful or
sensible man can devote a whole evening to the poorest kind of nonsense without losing a
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little of his self-respect, and feeling that he has spent his money for that which does not
satisfy.”451 The trifler, in aiming only to elicit laughter, is degraded and made “unfit to be a
teacher of anything.”452 Mark Twain’s brief burst of antagonism toward this “perambulating
sack of chloroform” highlights his anxiety over the humorist’s role in American culture and
of the possibility of his being thought a mere buffoon. Holland’s antagonism toward Twain,
on the other hand, represents one facet of a long-term attempt to shape American culture
through literary work, one that cannot be dismissed because of questionable artistic worth or
ponderous moral sentiment. The popularity of Holland’s views, and their widespread
circulation, makes his Christian-critical perspective of crucial importance for understanding
the literary and cultural world of the Gilded Age.

The Humorist Abroad in the Land
Josiah Holland excluded Mark Twain from a vision of respectable entertainment,
both directly through his writing on the lyceum and indirectly through his editorial perch in
Scribner’s Monthly. On the other hand, it was precisely the link between quality humor and
respectable entertainment within the critical habitus of the Atlantic Monthly that Howells
used to include Mark Twain in the magazine’s culture of letters. In order to defend Twain
from those who would, like Holland, group him with the mere trifling jester, Howells needed
451
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to convince his readers to adopt a critical view that linked Mark Twain to a certain type of
humorist and severed the ties, to the extent possible, from the newspaper humorists
circulating in the larger mass culture. In his review of Roughing It, from the June 1872
Atlantic, Howells framed Twain’s humor positively, if not fully defending its literary quality,
calling it, “the work of a human being, it is not unbrokenly nor infallibly funny; nor is it to be
always praised for all the literary virtues; but it is singularly entertaining, and its humor is
always amiable, manly, and generous.”453 These three adjectives were for Howells indicators
of quality, especially in terms of humor.
Twain’s burst of antagonism toward Holland in July of 1872 was part of a
challenging period for Clemens personally. His father-in-law Jervis Langdon had died in
August 1870, followed by the premature birth of Langdon Clemens in November. Both
mother and child were sick for much of the following year. After having moved to Hartford
in the summer of 1871, he had left his family, including a pregnant Livy, for a lecture tour in
the winter that was filled with difficulties and mixed reviews. In March 1872, the couple’s
first daughter, called Suzy, was born, but on June 2nd Langdon, the only son Samuel Clemens
would ever have, died of diphtheria. The reaction of the author, Mark Twain, to the reviews
of Roughing It by Howells and Louise Moulton, in which he references his books as children,
take on a level of pathos considering their relation to his personal life, but to the public, Mark
Twain continued to be the successful humorist, most recently the author of Roughing It.454
Twain, of course, was not so sure, and this review inspired Twain’s comment on the mixed
paternity of his humorous child. In the context of his then-red-hot antipathy toward Holland,
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as well as the anxiety exhibited through his writings for The Galaxy and performed in his
detestable lyceum campaign, Twain’s anxiety over his role as a humorist takes on added
resonance.
For Mark Twain, the humorist and aspiring man of letters, his move to Hartford
represented a new professional role. Having given up editing and having retired for the
foreseeable future from lecturing, Twain had given up the model of literary comedian who
relied on widespread circulation and constant work to make a living. In its place, Twain
settled into a select community of the genteel elite that included two authors who managed
largely to earn a living from their works—Harriet Beecher Stowe and Charles Dudley
Warner. As the center of subscription publishing, Hartford allowed Twain more control over
his publishing concerns, much to the consternation of Elisha Bliss.
Twain’s move to Nook Farm involved him in an intense social and intellectual
community given over to constant visiting, intellectual conversation, and a stream of famous
and non-famous visitors. The Clemenses began construction on their expensive and stately,
if eccentric, house in 1871, which became a topic of newspaper gossip as columns discussed
its grand design and equally grand cost. Justin Kaplan notes the importance of Nook Farm’s
views of political and social issuing, arguing that “he shared the group’s faith in a dynamic
aristocracy, their high responsibility, their earnest idealism, and their intellectual
dedication.”455 He was invited to join the Monday Evening Club, an elite group of men,
including the Governor, who discussed the issues of the day. It may be better to say that
Samuel Clemens participated in this club by reading papers on organized labor, universal
suffrage, and the press. But it was under the name “Mark Twain” that he published a letter to
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the editor in the New York Tribune in 1873 critiquing the jury system in relation to a recent
murder case, writing “The humorist who invented trial by jury played a colossal, practical
joke upon the world.”456 This piece of satire dripped with sarcasm at the logic of those who
defended the temperance and gentility of a man convicted of drunkenly beating a man to
death. The following day a letter condemned the propriety of Twain injecting satire into a
sad and serious situation. The writer’s logic is worth quoting:
We all of us enjoy a fair measure of good humor, and caricature, and we bless the
fates for a goodly quota of satirical writers, whose calling it is to impart a healthful
degree of zest and good feeling to an otherwise dull and staid existence. We,
moreover, are disposed to attach to this class a respectful amount of consideration as
successful and deserving members of society. But I venture to assert that the thinking
community are not prepared to give precedence to the opinions, savoring of satire, of
this class—those who, with actors and clowns, make it a business to cater to our
amusement in jest and burlesque—when a subject like the Foster case is under
discussion, with all its grave issues and painful bearings.457
The author argues that Mark Twain’s “ghastly flippancy” was out of place in such serious
discussions, even while allowing that Twain and other clowns and actors might have a
deserving place in society. Satire, though, is consigned to the goal of “zest” and “good
feeling” rather than serious laughter and humorous critique. One further letter to the Tribune
addressed the question of satire by praising Twain as “the very proper person to make
himself heard at this juncture.” The point of satire, this writer held, is to point out
incongruity, which is exactly what Twain had done.458 The role of the humorist in American
culture was far from settled.
Twain’s next book, The Gilded Age, which he would write in 1873 with his neighbor
and fellow humorist, Charles Dudley Warner, would take a satirical eye toward large swaths
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of American culture—political corruption, rampant speculation, and the jury system, among
other things. First, Twain left Hartford for England in August 1872, partially to secure
copyright on his books and partly to gather material for a new travel book. During two visits
to England in 1872 and 1873, Mark Twain became a central figure in British criticism of
American letters, which had viewed “American Humour” as the primary fruit of a developing
national literature of America. Twain was celebrated in England as the next in a line of
“Great American Humorists” that included both Lowell and the departed Artemus Ward, who
had gained a higher reputation in England than in America. The British reception of Twain,
although mixed critically, helped solidify his position in America, where critics and readers
looked to England for approval of their writers.
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Chapter Four: Transatlantic Twain:
The Lion in London and other “Great American Humorists”
Shortly after the dismal lyceum campaign and move to Hartford, Mark Twain sailed
for England—staying from August to November 1872 and returning with his wife the next
year for a stay of almost six months, capped by a successful stint on the platform. The visit
was ostensibly undertaken to gather material for a new travel book and partially to secure
copyright on his works, which had circulated freely in England without any monetary gain
for Twain, in the absence of international copyright laws. Unsure of his standing in England,
and aware that literary success in England would improve his position in America, Mark
Twain experienced an unprecedented level of literary celebrity in London. Twain wrote to
Livy of his shock at being the unexpected toast of a banquet honoring the new lord mayor of
London, writing that:
In accordance with ancient custom, a man got up & called the names of all that
immense mass of guests, beginning with the new Sheriff (a tremendous office in
London) & called a horde of great names, one after another, which were received in
respectful silence—but when he came to my name along with the rest, there was such
a storm of applause as you never heard. The applause continued, & they could not go
on with the list. I was never so taken aback in my in life—never stricken so
speechless—for it was totally unlocked-for (sic) on my part. I thought I was the
humblest in that great titled assemblage—& behold, mine was the only name in the
long list that called forth this splendid compliment.459
Twain continued: “Imagine my situation, before that great audience, without a single word of
preparation—for I had expected nothing of this kind—I did not know I was a lion.” Greeted
as a celebrity and feted by the literary and social elite of London, Mark Twain took his
English success as a gratifying tribute, one quite different than the ambivalent cultural
position he experienced in America.
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Mark Twain’s reception in England, first as the author of sketches and travel books
that sold widely in England, then as a new figure in a line of “Great American Humourists,”
then as a feted celebrity and performer, highlights key developments in the transformation of
Twain’s literary-critical reputation. More than simply a move to a new international market,
Twain’s circulation in England shifted his status as a figure in an American literary canon, a
concept that had been and continued to be, highly sensitive to English critical concepts and
critical approval. Mark Twain’s success in England was not assured when he arrived in
1872. He was largely viewed as a popular humorist below the level of James Russell Lowell
and Bret Harte, as well as Artemus Ward, who had been celebrated in England beyond his
reception in America. Mark Twain’s status as literary lion, then, did not reflect a critical
consensus but rather a popular one. While the social aspects of his visits certainly had a
positive effect on his reputation, both in England and in America, this reception did not mean
that British critics had simply elevated Twain into the higher realm of American literature, or
even American humor.460 When examined within the larger critical conversation on
American literature and humor in England, Mark Twain’s success was reflective more of a
fascination with Mark Twain as an American humorist than of his assured place in American
letters.
As a highly popular and saleable author and as a celebrated personality and
performer, critics brought “Mark Twain” into the periodical conversation in England as a
subject of critical discussion, but as in America this did not guarantee a settled literary-
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critical status. Twain and Howells interpreted his success as a form of validation, but the
British critical view of American literature and American humor was more complicated than
a simple transactional matter of being accepted by English men of letters. As in America,
British cultures of letters were more complex than the flattened image perceived by
American authors and critics seemed to have portrayed. Examining Mark Twain
transnationally, specifically in the transatlantic context of English criticism, provides a
stronger basis of understanding his reputation as a humorist and author as it circulated in ever
widening circuits of publication and criticism.
This chapter will examine the ways in which “Mark Twain” circulated as both a
critical subject and a performing presence in England from 1869 through 1876, as Twain
went from unknown figure to celebrated American humorist. Mark Twain’s reception
reflected the relatively higher social position of popular humorists in England, where
humorists like Tom Hood and Charles Lamb, as well as humorous publications such as
Punch and Fun, were well-respected and widely circulated. Humor in England was
hierarchical as in the United States, just differently delineated and valued, and “popular”
humor was not viewed the same as in America. The literary-critical reputation of Mark
Twain was experienced and discussed within a critical realm that portrayed a consistent, if
not uniform, vision of the intertwined concepts of American literature and American humor.
While Twain enjoyed his reception as an American celebrity by literary London, his literarycritical reputation in England did not mean the same things a similar reception in Boston
would have meant. English letters, as a broad but distinct culture of letters, held humour, and
the concept of American Humour, in a different relation to the larger ideas of Literature and
American Literature than American readers, authors, and critics. This chapter will examine
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the ways Twain’s increasing popularity as an author and his dynamic presence as a person
and performer transformed his status as a literary figure in England—and in America.
The first section will delineate the critical discussion of American humor in the
British periodical press in the years leading up to Mark Twain’s first English visit in 1872. In
England, American humor was viewed as uniquely American and highly popular, although
Mark Twain was a later and largely less exceptional example of this humor, which was
highly praised in the works of James Russell Lowell, Artemus Ward, and Bret Harte. English
critics viewed humor as an indigenous growth of a people and often as among the first
expressions of a national literature. English critics tended to view American humor as more
praiseworthy than other products of American letters because it was largely in the production
of humor that the Americans were developing the first fruits of an American literature
distinctive in its exaggeration, in its use of language, and in its “raciness”—meaning “of the
soil,” in the word’s original agricultural usage. Mark Twain was one of a number of
American humorists whom the English public and press had imported as valuable and
enjoyable exponents of American life—popular expressions of an American character
expressed through humor.
Mark Twain entered into this critical discussion after the main contours of a critical
hierarchy of American humorists were largely set. As American humor grew in popularity
during the 1860s and 1870s, British critics responded to new productions of American humor
with critical evaluations—quite often in articles entitled “American Humour”—of the
meanings and major figures of that humor while making hierarchical distinctions between
quality humor, popular humor, and low humor. In this critical milieu, James Russell Lowell
was generally placed at the top of the hierarchy of American national humor, while figures
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such as Irving, Hawthorne, Stowe, and Holmes were praised for aspects of their humor but
not viewed as distinctly American. In the 1860s, Artemus Ward became a commercial
favorite, forcing critics to account for the advent of the literary comedians into England.
Ward’s reputation improved after his English visit in 1867, when some placed him as a
unique genius while others judged him the proprietor of an entertaining humor below the
level of literary quality. Following Ward’s death in England in 1867, a number of “Great
American Humorists” were imported to fill the popular British taste for American humor, and
critics again reevaluated the hierarchy of American humor to include Bret Harte, Charles
Leland, Josh Billings, and Mark Twain. Twain was largely classed among the literary
comedians who followed Ward into the robust British market for American humor, but he
was largely framed as a popular humorist who had not attained the level of Lowell nor,
indeed, the level of Bret Harte or Artemus Ward. For his part, Mark Twain seems to have
not known or to have cared little for such critical distinctions, instead enjoying the critical
status his successes in England provided him.
Mark Twain’s popularity in England led to his wider circulation in continental
Europe and beyond. A section will focus on two countries in which Mark Twain was most
aware of his reputation: England and France. While Mark Twain was lionized in England,
his introduction to French letters through a critical appraisal and translation of “The Jumping
Frog” in 1872 was less flattering and, I argue, less important. Mark Twain kept a scrapbook
of the reactions to his lectures in England in 1873 and crowed to Livy about his reception by
the English elite. Faced with French criticism of his humor, Twain responded by making fun
of French ideas of civilization through his retranslation of “La Grenouille Sauteuse du Comté
de Calaveras” back into the “civilized” language of English. This brief encounter with
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French criticism illustrates the different weight Twain put into British views than into French
opinions.
While Twain’s visits to London certainly improved his literary status, Mark Twain as
a literary-critical subject remained ambiguously placed in the British critical discussion of the
development of an American national literature. The mass circulation of American humor,
both in print and in performance, continually caused British critics to reevaluate the meanings
of American humor, especially after the rise of Artemus Ward and Mark Twain as celebrity
humorists. Critics still relied on a hierarchy of humor to evaluate American humor, but the
distinction between quality humor and the merely popular was increasingly used as a way to
dismiss the popular humorist, although the contours of the argument—who and what
constituted a “quality” humor—were increasingly contested. Mark Twain’s critical
reputation was more ambivalently positioned in England than his popular reception and
celebrity status suggest and, into the mid-1870s, critics disagreed on whether Twain would
contribute to an American canon or whether he would be (or actively should be) consigned to
literary irrelevance.
In coming to England, Mark Twain surely felt some trepidation at what his reception
would be in England. His Saturday Review hoax in the Galaxy displayed on its surface an
anxiety that British critics might be humorless, even if it did also contain a certain irreverence
toward British criticism as a standard. Recounting his arrival in England in his
autobiography, Mark Twain told a story that surely resonates on a mythical level in
conveying his trepidation at how he would be read by the English. After spending an hour
of “delight, rapture, ecstasy” viewing the English countryside from his seat on the train from
Liverpool to London, Twain was distracted by a man seemingly engrossed in a book. Upon
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closer inspection, Twain discovered that the man was reading The Innocents Abroad, and to
Twain’s dismay, the reader had not smiled once. He continued in his reminiscence:
I could not take my eyes from the reader and his book. I tried to get a sort of comfort
out of the fact that he was evidently deeply interested in the book and manifestly
never skipped a line, but the comfort was only moderate and was quite unsatisfying.
I hope he would smile once—only just once—and I kept on hoping and hoping, but it
never happened.461
As the man finished the book, Twain felt the relief “a condemned man must feel who is
pardoned upon the scaffold with the noose hanging over him.” That is, until the man pulled
out the second volume of the book and continued to read, without a smile ever crossing his
face—or the face of Mark Twain, his eager watcher. Twain’s reminiscence of his “bad
beginning” in England, real or apocryphal, displays a distinct anxiety over how he would be
read by the English. His successes in London soon dispelled this notion, proving instead that
the English accepted the humorist as an American literary celebrity. But the ways in which
the English “read” Mark Twain—as an American humorist—illustrate important distinctions
between American and British cultures of letters central to understanding Mark Twain and
his connection to his times.
On a larger level, Mark Twain’s introduction to British literary society must be read
in connection with the larger question of the reception and construction of “American
Literature” as a critical subject. The Atlantic promoted an American canon worthy of
consideration in the company of European canons, but the majority of British critics viewed
most American literature as imitative of, and often inferior to, European models. The denial
of the existence of a truly national literature by English critics was a significant factor in the
founding of the Atlantic Monthly and its defense and promotion of American literature, as
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signified in the transatlantic bias of its name and the cultural nationalism of its editorial
policies.
At the same time, the magazine, its editors, and its authors faced the double bind of
creating a uniquely American literature separate from European literature yet simultaneously
modeled on European critical standards and looking to European critics for validation. This
“Anglo-American struggle,” as the literary scholar Robert Weisbruch has termed it, forced
American authors to defend “American Literature” as a subject from its perceived
shortcomings by looking for other bases of literary endeavor—shifting from the rich ground
of history that British critics argued to be the foundation of literature to the “individual as a
microcosm of America and America as the completion in secular reality of God’s design for
humanity.”462 The British denial of American literary nationalism forced American writers
and critics to forge a literary nationalism in which American writers tried to both impress and
disprove British critics.
American literary nationalism was constructed in the face of European, but
specifically English, domination of the idea of belles lettres. Several key features of this
struggle are helpful for understanding Twain’s positioning within British conceptions of
American letters. Weisbruch argues that the perceived British dominance of letters, made
very real by a consistent critical stance and by the dominance of European novels in the
American market, provided a useful opposition against which Americans could redefine the
meanings of literature by encouraging “a creative anger in America that in turn helped to
create the very native literature whose absence was its own starting point.”463 This anxiety of
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influence provided an excuse for a lack of American literature by pointing out that Americans
as a people had been preoccupied founding and expanding the country, personifying America
as a hearty frontiersman too busy conquering a nation to write literature. Both American and
British critics argued that Cooper’s and Irving’s tales attempted to force American subjects
too closely into European models—pointing out that American matter was not sufficient to
satisfy the need for a truly national literature. British influence led to the critical call for such
a national literature on some new basis, most famously in Emerson’s “The American
Scholar” (1837).
According to Weisbruch, American reactions to English influence tended to be
directed toward Victorian contemporaries, rather than a shared heritage of Chaucer, Milton,
Shakespeare, and the British Romantics. At the same time, the reaction was one-sided, with
Americans being much more focused on British influence than vice versa, and virulent: “It
consists in angry refutation, destructive undoing by parody, deliberately wild misreading, and
outright competition.”464 In other words, American authors dealt with anxieties of influence
via attacks on specific authors who become representatives of English letters writ large,
usually in relation to what individual American authors perceived as their own analogues in
English letters. Ironically, American authors largely denied the positive influence of English
letters at the same time that they worked out its influence through parody and attack. Finally,
Weisbruch argues that this anxiety persisted past the Civil War, notably in Mark Twain’s
own ambivalent relationship with Charles Dickens.465
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Twain had read Dickens, and some of his works were clearly influenced by
Dickens’s.466 But Twain publicly and repeatedly denied Dickens’s influence, which Joseph
Gardner has attributed to the intellectual insecurities of a self-taught man, but also fits
Weisbruch’s larger thesis on the reaction of American authors to British influence. The
private man, Samuel Clemens, read Dickens, but the public figure of Mark Twain routinely
denied the influence and saw, according to Gardner, “such comparisons as a kind of a threat
and felt called upon to dissociate himself from Dickens as much as possible.”467 Following
the pattern of American authors attacking their British analogues by demystifying them,
Twain described his first and only encounter with Dickens in highly negative terms. In 1868,
Twain had attended a Dickens reading with Olivia Langdon, a first date of sorts, and reported
being “a great deal disappointed”: “This was Dickens—Dickens. There was no question
about that, and yet it was not right easy to realize it. Somehow, this puissant god seemed to
be only a man, after all. How the great do tumble in common flesh, and know that they eat
pork and cabbage and act like other men!”468 Dickens, rather than a literary god, is merely a
man with faults—here related to his questionable abilities as a performer, an area in which
Twain could compete with Dickens at that time.
Twain’s humanizing of Dickens—merely a man who eats pork and cabbage—might
have been seen as a form of high irreverence by the genteel readers of the East, if they had
read his report. Still, the humorous reframing of a literary god to merely a man resonates with
Twain’s description of Emerson, Holmes, and Longfellow as rowdy con-men (even if
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imposters) that would so offend some genteel readers of the Whittier Birthday speech,
although not the men themselves. The incongruity between authors as men and authors as
abstract ideals would be both a source of humor for Twain—although not always a
comfortable sort of humor—and a source of controversy. During the late 1860s through the
1870s, Mark Twain as a person developed personal relations with well-known authors, both
American and English, at the same time that his literary personae circulated in wider circles
and became more abstract. His success socially in England helped improve his literary
standing, but these relationships were never evenly dialectical with his literary-critical
reputation because they took place within a larger context of Anglo-American literary
relations in which national meanings of literature circulated differently and in which humor
had different meanings.

“It Smells of the Soil”: American Humour and British Criticism of American Literature
When examined within the context of English criticism of American letters more
broadly, Mark Twain’s reception in England demonstrates that the English viewed American
literature differently than American critics. Whereas the critical habitus of the Atlantic
Monthly, as a major example, promoted a developing canon of American authors that was
both truly national and worthy of comparison with European counterparts, there existed
among the British periodical press a longstanding critical perspective that saw the products of
American writing as largely derivative of European models, occasionally rising to a level of
comparison to those European models, but not distinctly American. Tracing the criticism of
American writers in key British periodicals of the nineteenth century, Arnella Turner has
shown that critical discussion of the subject of American literature increased dramatically

267

over the course of the century. Beginning in the 1820s, American authors began to gain
notice in British periodical criticism, particularly Washington Irving and James Fenimore
Cooper. While these periodicals featured 12-17 articles on American literature per decade
before 1850, the following decades saw a boom in articles on American writers, with 48
articles in the 1850s, 31 in the 1860s, and 60 in the 1870s.469 During the 1850s, critics
focused on the work of Harriet Beecher Stowe and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, both
immensely popular in America and England, as well as on the figures of Poe, Hawthorne,
Emerson, Melville, Lowell, and Holmes.470 In the 1860s and 1870s, critics continued to
focus on established New England authors, with increased attention to humorists and other
new authors, including Artemus Ward, Bret Harte, Mark Twain, William Dean Howells,
Walt Whitman, and Henry James.
While this increase in critical interest in American literature often overlapped with
the contributors of the Atlantic Monthly and its canon of American authors, the English
assessment of American literature found American belles lettres lacking the essential
ingredient of great literature: a distinct nationalism. For much of the century, as Turner
points out, British critics pointed out the need for a distinctly American literature that
expressed the national character without being derivative. Especially in poetry, American
469
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authors showed talent but remained largely limited by their reliance on European models.471
In poetry, only Poe, and later Whitman, showed true American originality to British eyes, yet
each remained controversial because of the idiosyncrasies of their verse and their personal
lives. In fiction, Cooper and Irving gained early notice as original writers, followed by
Harriet Beecher Stowe, especially Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and the fiction of Nathaniel
Hawthorne. Critical variations existed across periodicals, and across time, but Turner argues
that the general consensus of British periodical writing was that American authors had failed
to develop a national literature.
This broad critical perspective—that great literature was distinctively national and
that Americans had not yet developed such a national literature—was the framework in
which almost all American writing was discussed in British periodicals. Whereas American
literature, philosophy, and theology had largely been imitative of European models, British
critics consistently saw American “humour” as a new development in American national
literature. American humor was increasingly framed as a worthwhile expression of
American national life, in addition to being a product that the British reading public
consumed with increasing eagerness. American humor expressed important aspects of
American life: the scale and grandness of the land through exaggeration, the democratic
variety of people through its diversity, and the immaturity of the country and its people
through its exuberance and occasional profanity. To use a popular critical metaphor, the
British saw humor as a national growth of a young nation, the first literary fruits of the
national soil.

471

Turner, 10-11.

269

As far back as 1838, a British critic writing about the humor of Sam Slick, Davy
Crockett, and Major Downing struck this keynote of criticism:
instead of being European and English in their styles of thought and diction, [these
writers] are American—who, therefore, produce original sounds of far-off echoes,—
fresh and vigorous pictures instead of comparatively idealess copies. A portion of
American literature has become national and original, and, naturally enough, this
portion of it is that which in all countries is always most national and original—
because made more than any other by the collective mind of the nation—the
humorous.472
This argument is based on the critical assumption that humor as a genre was national in
expression, that “it is impregnated with the convictions, customs, and associations of a
nation.” American humor expressed the conditions of the people, a list that included:
institutions, laws, customs, characters, scenery, Democracy, forests, freedom, universal
suffrage, bear-hunts, Puritans, the American revolution, and the “influence of the soil and the
social manners of the time.”473 Such peculiar characteristics of a nation infuse themselves
into men, who express the national character through their literature—starting with humor.
The increased interest in American literature in the 1850s and 1860s also meant an
increased interest in American humor as a uniquely American form of literature. In writing
on American humor, critics often spoke in terms of growth—roots and soil, fertility and
fruit—in a manner that linked the prominent national meaning of “race” with its older roots
in agriculture. A consistent critical term of praise when discussing humor is “racy”—i.e.
Lowell’s poem is “racy in hilarious hyperbole”—which is an adaptation of a winemaking
term that was adapted to refer to that which is strongly characteristic of a people or nation,
especially in the term “racy of the soil.” The English poet and critic Gerald Massey, writing
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on “American Humour” in 1860, argued that American literature lacked the “humanized soil
of the historic past, which has for ages been enriched by the ripe droppings of a fertile
national life” and had not developed the “crust of richness that comes with maturity,” which
one finds in old-world wines.474 The lack of a past meant that Americans needed look to the
future, past the “imitative phases,” and rely on a “future full of promise” in the development
of a national literature. Humor is the first crop of such a national literature. English humour
was, unsurprisingly for Massey and most British critics, the most mature and developed of
national humors, stretching from Chaucer and Shakespeare to Thackeray, Jerrold, and Lamb,
but American humor, growing from the same root in different soil, showed promise of
developing into a quality expression of its national life.
Massey’s categorizations flounder when attempting to classify actual humorists via
his metaphorical and philosophical descriptions of humor. Washington Irving, for instance,
is high quality, but he is purposely excluded from consideration, as his humor was of a “fineold-English-gentlemanliness,” and does not, Massey argues, “smack strongly of the
American soil.”475 The humor of Sam Slick and other Down East humorists represents an
early Americanism, especially in its exaggeration, which “consists of fattening up a joke until
it is rotund and rubicund, unctuous, and irresistible,” but he argues that only in recent years
had America produced “genuine and genial humorists” whose humor could compare to other
national literatures and national humors. Even here, Massey’s classifications are
inconsistent. Hawthorne and Stowe, for instance, are exponents of a type of humor
seemingly more refined than would hold for such a new country. Hawthorne is a humorist
for “the fastidious few, not for the multitude,” whose humor is most often linked with a deep
474
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pathos more closely linked with English authors than with anything distinctly American.
Stowe’s humor is also of the “depth .. where it passes into pathos,” although her best humor
is used to delineate her African-American characters, highlighting the complicated place of
representations of race in the hierarchies of American humor. Both Hawthorne and Stowe,
like Irving, fit only tenuously into Massey’s definition of American humor.476
The general consensus, according to Massey, is that the highest quality American
humor is that of James Russell Lowell, especially that of the Biglow Papers. Reminiscent of
the “lusty strength and boundless humour” of Elizabethan writers, Lowell’s humor is “an
indigenous growth” that exists independently of European literature. Massey writes:
The book is a national birth, and it possesses that element of nationality which has
been the most enduring part of all the best and greatest births in literature and art. In
the instance of all the greatest poets and painters, they are the most enduring and
universal who have drawn most on the national life. The life of art, poetry, humour,
must be found at home or nowhere. And the crowning quality of Lowell’s book is,
that it was found at home. It could not have been written in any other country than
America.477
Here is a clear statement of a critical view that Lowell himself was at the time promoting
through his editorship of the Atlantic Monthly—linking the literature of a nation to its local
conditions without reliance on outside models.
The other humorist Massey discussed as a genuine American product was Oliver
Wendell Holmes, especially in his writings as the Autocrat, who more than any other
American author, relied on wit in his writing. Massey spends the first portion of his essay
distinguishing between wit—as an intellectual, usually a verbal form—and “humour” as a
deeper, physical product. Wit, he writes, is based in thought rather than character; it is
“artificial, and a thing of culture; humour lies nearer to nature.” He continues:
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Wit is thinner; it has a subtler spark of light in its eye, and a less carnal gush of jollity
in its laugh. It is, as we often say, very dry. But Humour rejoices in ample physical
health; it has a strong ruddy nature, a glow and glory of sensuous life, a playful
overflow of animal spirits. As the word indicates, Humour has more moisture of the
bodily temperament. Its words drop fatness, its face oozes with unctuousness, its
eyes swim with dews of mirth. As stout people often make the best dancers and
swimmers, so Humour relies on size. It must have “body,” like good old wine.478
Humor, he writes, comes before wit in the development of society. A younger people (as
with younger human beings) are “most fruitful in humour.” Holmes represents an important
development in American literature as a native wit whose writing, while not as racy as
Lowell, displays a “quiet nationality”: “The writer has made no straining and gasping efforts
after that which is striking and peculiar; which has always been the bane of youth, whether in
nations or individuals.”479 Massey frames both humor and wit as indicators of the
development of national character, with humor and its connection to the soil and the body
being the initial indicators of a developing national literature, while wit is evidence of an
evolving national literature.
Writing in 1866, the critic Leslie Stephen largely follows Massey’s arguments in an
essay also entitled “American Humour.” While America had developed a distinct national
character, he argues, it had not developed a national literature to express its transition out of
the “hobbledehoy stage” (we might say “adolescence”) into maturity. Emerson, Hawthorne,
Longfellow, and others have ability, but have remained a “second rank” whose efforts
“remind us rather of extremely clever essays by undergraduates.”480 American humor, on the
other hand, is the one distinctly American product of the country:
American humour has a flavour peculiar to itself. It smells of the soil. It is an
indigenous home growth. Like the native wines of a country, it has an aroma of its
478
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own, and is not made up to imitate the Champagnes and Burgundies of a different
climate. And if its qualities have not yet been fully developed, there is hope that with
careful cultivation, it may be brought to future excellence.481
For Stephen, national humors reflect national character; for instance, the French have little
appreciation for humor, although they are skilled at verbal wit; the Scottish have little
propensity for humor; and the Germans are “about as sensitive to humour as so many apple
dumplings” (possibly due to the “effectual prophylactics” of sauerkraut and Bavarian
beer).482 Being an offshoot of the superior English stock, and sharing its language, American
humor might develop into greatness, both on its own and as a harbinger of a more general
national literature. British critics can thus be seen as patronizing American literature, in the
sense of condescending and in the sense of promoting development. But the promotion of
American humor as the stalk of a truly American literature was not the product that American
critics and authors wanted to present as the first crop of a national character.
The major development in both Stephen’s article, and in Massey’s revision of his
earlier article published the following year as “Yankee Humour” (1867) in the Quarterly
Review, was the advent of Artemus Ward and other literary comedians into the British
literary-critical consciousness. Both articles overlap considerably, and, taken together, they
provide a clear picture of the critical habitus of American humor presented in British
periodicals leading up to Mark Twain’s arrival in the country. For Massey and Stephen,
Artemus Ward is the “best specimen of the last crop of humourists,” mentioning Orpheus
Kerr, Major Downing, Josh Billings, and George William Curtis as the other fruits of this
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crop.483 But Ward and his fellow humorists are of a “lower mental range,” which “hardly
attains the dignity of literature, ” due to their reliance on tricks of spelling, rather than in the
genuine use of dialect, as in Lowell and Burns.484 Note that this argument is similar to that
of William Dean Howells’s review of Lowell’s second series of The Biglow Papers, which
appeared one year after Stephen’s article and in the same month as Massey’s. Neither
Massey nor Stephen blames Ward’s chronic cacography on Thackeray, as Howells did, but
Massey does make the argument that the distortion of language for humor was a well-known
African-American trait that had been made grotesque by imitators of the form of “sham
Ethiopian and other serenaders.”485 The minstrel tradition, distinct from a native black
humor that Massey praises, occupies the lowest rung of humor, while Ward and his ilk
occupy a middle ground, a critical hierarchy of humor similar to that found in the critical
habitus of William Dean Howells and the Atlantic Monthly, which was undoubtedly
influenced by the transatlantic circulation of criticism of American literature.486 The
transnational circulation of literature created lines of influence in which critics like Howells
adopted British ideas but sought to adapt them to their own uses.

483

ibid., 32, 35.
Gerald Massey, “Yankee Humour,” London Quarterly Review, 122 (January 1867), 112, 118. Printed
in British and American editions, with slight variations. Quotes are from the American edition. Also
published in Living Age, IV (March 1867), pp. 673-685. The Round Table cited this article as evidence of
the declining influence of quarterly magazines and critique Massey for discussing only a portion of the
books he purports to review and for selecting poor examples from the books he does. “Literariana,” 5:115
(April 6, 1876), 221.
485 ibid., 119.
486 Goodman and Dawson point out that Howells clipped and carried English reviews of his first book that
he memorized William Dean Howells: A Writer's Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005),
115. After leaving the editorship of the Atlantic in 1882, Howells and family undertook their own London
sojourn, being met there by a reception of figures that could have been a table of contents of the Atlantic:
J.R. Osgood (publisher of the magazine), Henry James, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, Bret Harte, John Hay,
Moncure Conway, Charles Dudley Warner, and Clarence King (224). This testifies to the transatlantic
circulation of American authors, not only through books and periodicals, but also in person.
484

275

Like Howells, Massey and Stephen held Lowell’s Biglow Papers to be the height of
American humor; only Lowell had mastered the “applied humour” of expressing the “racy”
and “genuine American flavour” of the people.487 Irving and Hawthorne, while showing
“delicate humour,” were not distinctly American. Holmes is American, but his humor is
more refined than most, falling into a category Stephen terms “pure humour,” being humor
for its own sake stemming from a leisure class who can appreciate intellectual exercises.
Still, Ward’s humor, while not artistically brilliant, best represents “the average popular
sentiment” of American humor that was becoming increasingly popular in America and
England. In generalizing this humor, both critics focus on the use of exaggeration—of
bombast, buffoonery, buncombe, boasting, and tall talk in the form of either overstatement
(hyperbole) or understatement (meiosis). Stephen uses the example of the American who,
when asked if he had crossed the Alps while in Europe, replied “Well, …I guess I passed
some risin’ ground.”488 Exaggeration is used to satirize “highfalutin’ sentiment” in the form
of the abstract principles of religion, nation, or party.489 Importantly, the American
humorists present their humor in a general deadpan style, which is described as “dry,”
“droll,” and as a type of “knowing unconsciousness.” This type of humorist “has a knack of
splitting his sides silently and making no outward sign. He does not laugh, he only chuckles
internally.”490
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While exaggeration, a contempt of “highfalutin’ sentiment” and other types of
humbug, and a dry, deadpan delivery characterize the major aspects of the new crop of
American humor, both critics note a tendency toward coarseness or profanity in the humor
that they hope is fading. Stephen critiques a tendency toward a lack of reverence toward the
higher aspects of religion and politics that strikes Englishmen as profane, while Massey finds
that American humor, while given to profane language, is “morally healthy and sound” with
no tendency of “dalliance with the devil in playing with forbidden things,” as with French
humor.491 On the whole, Massey notes that the development of a national American humor
had created “a fine opening for the great humourist with genuine insight and a sure touch; a
nature that can ‘coin the heart for jests,’ use the scalpel smilingly, apply the caustic genially,
and give the bitter drink blandly. Would the Americans welcome such a writer? There was a
time when they would not: we think there are signs that they now would.”492 The critical
tendency might be to see Mark Twain as the logical candidate for the position Massey
describes, but critics at the time did not yet see Twain as the next great American humorist.

Transatlantic Frogs: Mark Twain and other American Exports
Mark Twain would eventually take up these threads of exaggeration, deadpan
delivery, and irreverence to become the primary exponent of American humor, at home and
in England, but others would first take on the mantel of the preeminent American humorist in
England. Artemus Ward rose to the position of preeminent American humorist in England,
largely through his presence in the country from June 1866 until his death from consumption
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in May 1867. British newspapers had published works by Ward starting as early as 1860,
with his piece “Artemus Ward and the Prince of Wales,” and had published excerpts and
other “squibs” consistently through the 1860s.493 Ward followed a general pattern of the
humorist growing as a celebrity: pieces by the humorist started to appear in papers, either
whole works under their own heading or squibs in a column named something like “Variety,”
“Scraps,” or simply “Miscellaneous”—often to be picked up and reprinted by two or three
other newspapers and sometimes reprinted over the course of several years. Eventually,
phrases or sayings were quoted in stories on other topics, as when a newspaper states “to use
the phrase of Artemus Ward” in an otherwise unrelated story.494 Finally, Ward became the
subject of general gossip, as when a report of an illness was reported as news in 1864.495
This general pattern was the model for the introduction of humorists into the English press
and was quite similar to the pattern of the American press. With enough interest, publishers
would then publish books—either direct copies of American books or pirated compilations—
usually without permission or payment. By 1865, an English version of Artemus Ward: His
Book was the featured work in a series of “Yankee Fun and Frolic Books” alongside Major
Jack Downing, Petroleum Nasby, The Biglow Papers, The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table,
John Phoenix, and J. Godfrey Saxe and reviewed in various British papers.496
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Ward’s works and reputation had widely circulated in England before his arrival.
Reading Ward’s writings, critics noted that “the drollery would be better spoken than
written,” and Ward’s physical presence seems to have shifted his reputation in England,
where his embodiment of the American humorist led to a vastly increased popular standing
and almost immediate literary celebrity—the original lion of London. Ward was a new type
of American humorist—one who performed his status as “phunny phellow” both on stage
and through his personal friendships. Ward was quickly made a member of the Savage
Club, a prestigious literary and social club, and feted at dinners, receptions, and other social
occasions. By August of that year, he was publishing in the prestigious British comedic
periodical, Punch, which had sought out his services and published eight letters under the
title “Artemus Ward in London,” abandoning its tradition of pseudonymous publication. 497
Artemus Ward brought his character of the Yankee showman to the stage in November 1866,
at London’s Egyptian Hall. Punch uncharacteristically advertised the show with a puff piece,
and reviews were almost uniformly positive. The London Spectator wrote a lengthy review
that focused on how the “personal influence” of Ward’s performance combined incongruity
and exaggeration with a deadpan delivery that is “as a true humorist should be, even better
than his books.”498 The American expatriate, and friend to both Ward and Twain, Moncure
Conway later recalled the effect of Ward’s performances:
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The refined, delicate, intellectual countenance, the sweet, grave mouth, from which
one might have expected philosophical lectures, retained their seriousness while
listeners were convulsed with laughter. There was something magical about it.
Every sentence was a surprise. He played on his audience as Liszt did on a piano—
most easily when most effectively.499
Ward’s performances in England continued for almost seven weeks, when he was forced to
cancel his performances due to ill health. He died in England on March 6, 1867, the same
day Mark Twain premiered as a lecturer in New York City. At the age of 32, Charles Farrar
Browne—“Artemus Ward”—was only a year and a half older than Samuel Clemens.
As was often the case, Ward set the stage for important developments in Mark
Twain’s career. In this case, Ward’s reception as a celebrated American humorist in England
expanded the demand for, and appreciation of, popular American humor. Ward’s untimely
death both cemented a long-term English fondness for the Yankee Showman and left a void
in the British market. Mark Twain did much to fill the market demand for a popular humorist
of the droll, exaggerative school, although he was often compared unfavorably to Ward. As
for the possibility of an American humorist rising to the level of Lowell, as a truly national
fruit of the soil, Mark Twain was taken less seriously. As in America, this role was generally
assigned to Bret Harte.
Mark Twain largely followed the same path to widespread English celebrity as
Artemus Ward—starting with brief notices in periodicals followed by the increased
reprinting of short pieces, then books and critical attention, followed by a triumphant visit to
London, although Twain avoided the final step of Ward’s model of lasting British fame.
Twain gained notice in the British press in 1867 with a short squib, probably taken from an
American newspaper exchange:
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Mark Twain, lecturing on the Sandwich Islands, offered to show how the cannibals
eat their food if some lady would hand him a baby. The lecture was not illustrated.
This squib was published at least fourteen times between 1867 and 1895 in British
newspapers, although Twain cut this line out of his “Our Fellow Savages” lecture when he
performed in England, thinking it too uncivilized for English audiences. Twain’s periodical
presence increased with various squibs, extracts from his travel writings or speeches, and,
starting in 1869, periodical pieces from his Buffalo Express and Galaxy writings.500 At this
time, Twain first appeared as an author in an English periodical, The Broadway, with
“Cannibalism in the Cars.”501
As in America, Mark Twain was introduced to a widespread English audience
through the popularity of the jumping frog story, which was published in a pirated edition of
his first book of sketches (1867), which was reviewed in the October 19, 1867 issue of Fun—
a competitor to Punch and edited by Tom Hood—as "one of the funniest books we have met
with for a long time. …There are no misspellings, no contortions of words in Mark Swain
(sic); his fun is entirely dependent upon the inherent humour in his writings. And although
many jokers have sent us brochures like the present from the other side of the Atlantic, we
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have had no book fuller of more genuine and genial fun."502 Whereas the American edition
of the Jumping Frog book had fizzled, selling roughly 4,000 copies,503 the English edition
was popular enough that another British publisher released an edition that issued 16,000
copies between 1870 and 1873.504 Increasing demand for American humor in general, and
Twain in particular, led to at least two English publishing houses competing in the early
1870s to issue Twain’s works, most often in pirated editions, in order to capitalize on his
growing popularity.505
Published in two volumes by John Camden Hotten in 1870, The Innocents Abroad,
further promoted Twain’s fame through an increased circulation of his writings and his
reputation. Between 1870 and 1873, Hotten issued 48,000 copies of the first volume and
44,700 copies of the second.506 The volumes elicited two major critical reactions. When the
reviewer took the book as mainly a humorous travel account, and Twain as a “writer of light
and entertaining literature,” then the reviews followed The Examiner of London in praising
the “freshness” and “racy humour” of the two volumes.507 In reviewing the second volume,
the same paper discussed the national dimension of Twain’s writing: “The work abounds in
fun and satire of the true American sort. No Englishman could have written it; perhaps no
Englishman can hardly appreciate it. It is not always easy to tell when the author is laughing
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and when he is serious. Every page of it, however, is very amusing.”508 So long as reviewers
approached Mark Twain as a humorist, and the book as amusing, then the reviews were
generally favorable, although each betrayed a fear that the English would miss the full extent
of American joking.
On the other hand, reviews in two major weekly journals conflated the humorist with
his narrative persona, creating confusion about the genre and meaning of the book. The
Athenaeum, one of the main literary magazines of the era, thought Twain a humorist except
for a confusion caused by the book’s introduction. Written by Artemus Ward’s former
lecture agent E.P. Hingston, the introduction portrayed Twain as simply an editor from
Nevada traveling in Europe, which caused the reviewer to read exaggerations as mistakes and
deadpan as ignorance. The reviewer remains confused as to whether or not the narrator was
“such a fool as he tried to look.”509 The review in The Saturday Review of London, which
was the article that started the chain of events leading to Twain’s put-on review in The
Galaxy, takes Twain less seriously than the Athenaeum review, but still evinces confusion as
to Twain’s objects of satire. While claiming to guard against “the imputation of taking a
professional jester seriously,” the reviewer admits to confusion on how to read the “dry joke”
of the American:
We are sometimes left in doubt whether he is speaking in all sincerity or whether he
is having a sly laugh at himself and his readers. To do him justice, however, we must
observe that he has a strong tinge of the peculiar National humor; and though not
equal to the best performers on the same instrument, manages to be an amusing
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representative of his class.510
The review positioned Twain as indistinguishable from the narrative voice—a vulgar
traveler, whose “fun, if not very refined, is often tolerable in its way.” Both of these reviews
misread the humor by taking the author as narrator, thus missing the satire of American
travelers and taking offense at the irreverence toward European high culture—for instance,
each review mentions an incident where the Americans are unimpressed by the quality of
Columbus’s handwriting and the impertinence of continually asking of Michael Angelo: “Is
he dead?”
The failure of these reviews to grasp the irony of Twain’s narrative position—to miss
the joke, although in different ways—points to several key areas of Mark Twain’s shifting
role in English criticism. First, the idea of reading Twain “seriously,” apart from the exact
details of the case, inspired Twain to write his own hoax British review, as discussed in the
previous chapter. The reverberations of this put-on spread through several American
newspapers but seemed to have made no waves in England.511 Second, the reviews show that
not all English readers understood, or appreciated, Twain’s form of American humor,
whether it be too deadpan or too racy for quality British readers. The reviews are generally
split between mass-circulation newspapers and literary periodicals aimed at a higher class of
readers. The split between popular and “quality,” as a way to distinguish between
hierarchical levels, often operated in American and English letters to make distinctions in
reading, most often on class lines. Finally, all the reviews of Twain at this stage show that
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his literary-critical position was far from settled. The reviews describe him as a journalist in
San Francisco, the editor of a Nevada paper, or “a California humorist after the fashion of
Artemus Ward,” little known outside of the story of the Jumping Frog.512 Clearly, English
critics were not yet decided on what Mark Twain was, exactly where he was from, or how he
fit into their understanding of American letters.
In the 1870s, Mark Twain’s writings were more widely published in book form in
England than in America, largely due to the absence of international copyright laws. In 1870,
Hotten published four of Twain’s “Memoranda” pieces in The Piccadilly Annual of
Entertaining Literature along with pieces by Longfellow, Lowell, Harte, Orpheus C. Kerr,
Dickens, Thackeray, and an assortment of others.513 Routledge published Mark Twain’s
(Burlesque) Autobiography and First Romance, possibly in cooperation with Twain, in
1871.514 Quick to measure public sentiment and publish works that would sell, Hotten
published two collections of Twain’s sketches in 1871—entitled Eye-Openers and
Screamers—which collected 59 sketches attributed to Twain, largely from the Galaxy, but
with five pieces falsely attributed to Twain.515 Hotten issued 21,000 copies of Eye-Openers
and 19,000 copies of Screamers in 1871 and 1872, along with 5,000 copies of the burlesque
autobiography and 17,000 copies of the ponderously named Practical Jokes with Artemus
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Ward, including the Story of the Man Who Fought Cats, attributed to “Mark Twain and Other
Humourists” (1872).516
These collections of Twain’s sketches received scant, but positive, reviews in the
newspaper press. The Reader noted that American humor had flooded the market.
“Personally,” the review begins “we have had almost enough of books of American humour;
still there would seem to be a popular demand for them, and there is not more indefatigable
caterer for the public taste in that line than Mr. Hotten.”517 Still, the reviewer finds Twain to
be among “the best of its kind.” More surprisingly, Screamers was reviewed in May 1872 by
the Spectator, a weekly literary periodical. Noting that “the United States are taking a lead in
humorous literature of the day,” the review places Twain as less subtle, than Bret Harte, John
Hay, and Artemus Ward because he was less political or social in character. On the other
hand, the review finds that Twain’s writing, possibly because it was less tied to strictly
American topics, was more likely to be widely appreciated. The review praises a number of
sketches as “excellent nonsense”—including “The Good Little Boy Who Did Not Prosper”
and “My Watch”—while pointing out the unequal merit of others, whether because the satire
is pointless (the hoax review of the Innocents Abroad) or vulgar (“About Barbers,” “Dan
Murphy,” “True Story of Chicago,” and “Vengeance,” the latter two being falsely attributed
to Twain).518 Two stories—“Baker’s Cat” and “The Undertaker’s Story”—went beyond the
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the only piece that truly fails is the first essay on nursery rhymes, which was attributed to “Carl Byng”—a
pseudonym Hotten believed to belong to Twain.

286

merely humorous to the level of pathos the reviewer associates with Bret Harte and show “in
a very droll, grotesque garb, it is true—as we have said, a more serious and cultivated humor,
a deeper meaning, and a kindlier feeling than the others.” The reviewer ends by hoping Mark
Twain would cease with “vulgar papers, and the extravaganzas, and the no-sense as
distinguished from the nonsense.”
While the circulation of Mark Twain’s work through periodicals, especially the
“Memoranda” of The Galaxy and subsequent newspaper reprintings, showed a market for
Twain’s writings in America, his publisher prevented Twain from releasing an American
version of collected sketches until 1875. Subscription publishing required advance time to
sell books, and Twain’s publisher was reluctant to have multiple new titles by a single author.
British sales, on the other hand, showed that a large market existed for Twain’s works that
“seems to have been insatiable.”519 Part of Twain’s reason for traveling to England in 1872
was to secure copyright on his new book, Roughing It, and to make arrangements with the
publisher Routledge to issue authorized editions of his works. Part of this process was to
engage in a very public verbal war with Hotten, whom he accused of piracy. In 1872,
Routledge issued five volumes of Twain’s work: Roughing It, A Curious Dream and Other
Sketches, Sketches Selected and Revised, and The Innocents Abroad (in two volumes). The
growth in popularity of Twain’s works was also accompanied by a shift in quality—from the
“catch-penny” editions pushed by Hotten to higher quality editions by Routledge, as well as
those issued by the firm of Chatto & Windus, indicating an improved reputation and higher
quality audience.
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Mark Twain’s increased presence in the British book market inspired a further
reconsideration of American humor in the British periodical press in an 1871 article in The
Graphic, with the always popular title of “American Humour.” Tracing the demand for
American jokes from Charles Matthews, an Englishman who had imported the minstrel song
and Yankee character to England in the 1820s, to Artemus Ward, whose “name had become
inseparable with pleasure and laughter,” the article frames American humor in hierarchical
terms that would have been familiar to readers of British or American periodicals.520
Matthews’s introduction of minstrel songs is decried for introducing “the shower of blacks
from which we have since suffered so severely”; while Hawthorne’s humor is subsumed into
his position as the first, and possibly only, writer of literary excellence. The main thread of
American humor, starting with Sam Slick and Washington Irving, took root in England with
Artemus Ward and came from “the wilder and less civilised states” full of “ ‘Injuns,’ pigs,
alligators, and Irishmen” leading to a humor of “naïve defiance of all truth, and a daring
exaggeration.” For British critics, American humor reflected what they perceived to be
America’s “uncivilized” national character, symbolized by the quaint list of its primary
features as Indians, alligators, and the Irish.
The article continues to argue that Artemus Ward had exported this hybrid,
generically “frontier” American humor to England most successfully and performed it to
wide acclaim. The importance of his manner of humor, especially in his performances as the
Genial Showman, was key in presenting the surprise of the humor.521 Mark Twain was
viewed as an unlikely candidate to replace Ward as the figure of American humor in
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England. In discussing the humorists who might follow Ward, the author praises Charles
Leland’s “Hans Brietmann” poems as a new vein of American humor. Twain is unfavorably
compared to Bret Harte and to his fellow literary comedians “Josh Billings” and “Orpheus C.
Kerr,” especially in the “rather forced vein of humor,” of his travel writing, which “laughs at
our old-world conventions and shams, pretended cognoscenti, and all forms of feigned
enthusiasm, with all the reckless defiant shrewdness of the newest part of the nation.”
Instead, the critic prefers the “Jumping Frog” and those times when Twain is “serious,” as
well as “earnest and poetical,” subtler traits of Twain’s writing that few critics at this point
recognized in him. Echoing the praise of the Atlantic Monthly and American letters more
generally, the author sees Bret Harte as less of a humorist than Twain but more of a genius,
summarizing his place at the forefront of American humor: “Weariness and sorrows of the
world come as you will here is another humorist sent to cheer stray hours with what will both
beguile the toil, and make us better fit to bear it.”
Writing in the same year, the critic Margaret Oliphant praised Harte as an author who
was creating a “lighter literature” that expressed the nationality of American life rather than
mere imitation.522 Harte’s “native force” shows “better promise of a true original influence in
literature” than any other American author, and if he were to build on the foundation of his
short stories, he “might be such a national bard as has not yet arisen in America,—a true
exponent of her chaotic youth, her wild vigour of adolescence—the qualities that will ripen,
not those which must die.”523 While Harte’s work is, for Oliphant, a product of America’s
youth and, as such, tends toward humor, it also shows a higher development in connecting
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humor with pathos: “The reader laughs, but it is with a tear in his eye, which is one of the
highest luxuries of feeling.”524 Oliphant clearly establishes Harte as being the primary hope
for the development of an American literature that is racy yet distinct from the popular humor
of vulgar doggerel that the “music-hall public” had made popular.525 Here, her example is
Charles Leland, whose works are a “vulgar travesty of nature” equated, as was often the case,
with the humor of Ethiopian minstrels and not worthy of critical attention except to account
for their popularity and to show how they are different from true art, like that of Bret
Harte.526 Oliphant does not mention Mark Twain, whose reputation was at this point still in
the early stages of critical consideration in England.

The Next Great American Humourist: Mark Twain in England
As had been the case with Artemus Ward, the advent of Mark Twain in England as a
living, breathing, joking humorist greatly improved his social and literary standing. The
“lion” in London, as he had dubbed himself for Livy, enjoyed what Dennis Welland refers to
as a major aspect of British literary life: hospitality for visitors through a highly active social
life, especially in a variety of clubs and banquets.527 Twain greatly enjoyed this busy social
life, which had both elevated and exhausted Artemus Ward, so much so that he appears to
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have forgotten his aim of collecting material for a book on England. Twain found an
enthusiastic reception personally among men of letters and elite society and professionally
among quality audiences, when he performed on the lecture stage near the end of his second
stay. Writing to Livy, he expressed satisfaction upon receiving invitations to lecture from
“committees of gentlemen,” writing “When gentlemen condescend in this way in England, it
means a very great deal. An English gentleman never does a thing that may in the slightest
degree detract from his dignity.”528 Mark Twain’s reception in England placed him on a new
level of respectable literary reputation, even if this reputation was not as clearly attached to
the quality of his writings as it was to the English practice of celebrating American celebrities
upon their visits.
While James Russell Lowell continued to hold a place of critical eminence as the
highest quality American humorist, racy of the soil and of national birth, the English reading
public eagerly consumed the works of new American humorists imported and sold as truly
American products. While accepted as a celebrity in England and praised as a humorist, Mark
Twain did not immediately rise to the level of quality humorist whose work would be placed
in a national canon. But the popularity of his works, and of American humor in general,
increasingly raised the question of the literary-critical reputations of American humorists
during the 1870s, as critics attempted to clarify a hierarchy of humor and to promote new
contenders for the American humorist who might auger a coming American literature.
During his 1872 visit, Twain’s time was filled with social occasions: banquets, visits,
touring, and a number of after-dinner speeches. Twain was now “the celebrated humorist”
who was the guest of the well-known English humorist Tom Hood at a banquet also attended
528

Welland, 52. SLC to OLC, 25 Oct 1872, London, England (UCCL 00823). 1997, 2007.
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00823.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>

291

by Herbert Spencer and Ambrose Bierce (“himself a well-known American humorist”).529
American newspapers covered the visit, reprinting his after-dinner speeches and widely
reporting on his trip. The London correspondent of the Cincinnati Commercial joked that the
preferred English method of torture was the banquet, and that Mark Twain was growing
thinner and paler each evening he was celebrated.530 Moncure Conway, the American
expatriate, wrote a long report for the same paper of Twain’s speech at the Savage Club,
where Ward had cemented his English popularity with the literary elite. Twain’s speech,
focusing on his pleasure sightseeing in London (but seeing and praising the least impressive
parts of the city), was heartily received and represented the recognition of Twain as “the
successor to Artemus Ward.”531 He ended with a stirring moment of sentiment in thanking
the Club for “the kindly interest and the friendly offices which you lavished upon an old
friend of mine who came among you a stranger, and you opened your English hearts to him
and gave him a welcome and a home.” Twain’s homage to Artemus Ward shows a keen
insight into his audience and the importance of a positive English reception in promoting his
place as an American humorist in England.
One London paper noted that Twain’s visit would give new impulse to the sale of the
authorized versions of his books, and that upon buying, the reader “cannot fail to be highly

529
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entertained by the truly comical style of Mark Twain.”532 Another paper ended a sketch of
Twain’s life with the following: “As a humorist, Mr. Clemens shows the same quaint
exaggerative spirit as the late Artemus Ward, though less dependent on bad spelling for his
fun. Judging by the wide circulation of his works, he is highly popular both here and in his
native country.”533 Twain’s reputation as an American humorist and successor to Ward was
clearly improving. Despite many offers to lecture, Twain returned to America in early
November 1872, promising in a oft-quoted squib to return to lecture “upon such scientific
topics as I know least about, and may consequently feel least trammelled (sic) in dilating
upon.”534 In a sign of his increasing fame, Twain’s joke was soon detached from its context
and applied to other lecturers. Mark Twain’s sayings could now circulate as similes outside
of their context, demonstrating that the English public would understand the joke when a
newspaper said: “as Mark Twain says…”
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Figure 11: “Two American Humorists,” The Graphic535
Commenting on Twain’s departure, a commenter from the London Figaro took a
subtle jab at the craze for American humor Mark Twain had stoked in England. The article
stated:
I am sorry he leaves us, mostly because, as he is one of the greatest of the “Great
American Humourists” we have on hand, I think it likely Mr. Hotten will be
importing at least six other G.A.H.’s to take his place. The importation of American
humourists by Mr. Hotten, and a few other firms of his persuasion, has, for some time
past, averaged exactly three humourists and a quarter per week; and I really think
that, in our present state of civilisation, we cannot, honestly, do with more.536
The article was one of several probably written by Ambrose Bierce under the pseudonym
“the Town Crier,” mocking the predominant trend of American humor then popular in
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England.537 Despite the mocking tone, Mark Twain had indeed become a leading candidate
for the next G.A.H. in England.
In between his visits, the literary magazine Once a Week published a short biography
testifying to his new-found literary-critical status, while introducing the author to a new class
of readers who might not be familiar with the popular humorist. It read, in part:
The name by which the American humourist who wrote “The Jumping Frog” is
known by the readers of his works is a nom de plume. Mr. Samuel L. Clemens has
only lately left England, and has promised to come and see us “Britishers” again
before long.
California has developed a literature of its own, and its proudest boast is the
possession of Mark Twain. “The Jumping Frog,” pronounced by the Saturday
Review “an inimitably funny book,” soon made its author famous, and gained for him
readers wherever English is spoken. “The Jumping Frog” is a story of the California
gold mines; it is very humorous, and very well told. “Eye-openers,” “Screamers,” “A
Burlesque Autobiography,” “The Innocents Abroad,” and “The New Pilgrim’s
Progress,” are all of them works of the peculiar humor invented by our American
cousins, from the pen of the author of “The Jumping Frog.”…
The author of these books is possessed of remarkable talent. His works are
widely read, and very generally popular. Mark Twain is altogether the best living
exponent of American humour, and he may be sure of receiving a hearty welcome
whenever he revisits the Old Country.538
The article was illustrated with a caricature of Mark Twain riding a frog as an Englishman
would a horse, showing him to be a uniquely American sort of humorist (see figure below).
Twain’s growing popularity, circulated through widely published works and galvanized by
his embodiment of the American humorist, led to a reevaluation of his place in American
letters.
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Figure 12: “American Humour”539
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Further complicating the critical place of Twain and American literature, the Temple
Bar magazine published a lengthy evaluation of “American and her Literature” by John C.
Dent in March 1873. Restating the general critical sentiment, Dent writes that both the
general public and men of letters hold as a doctrine that America has not developed a
distinctive national literature to express its distinct, if not enviable, national character. While
quality writers exist, they could very well be English, as “They do not smack of the soil.
They are not redolent of the wild western breeze. They do not photograph for us the mighty
river, the lone ranch, and the boundless prairie.”540 Some authors had taken on American
subjects—Longfellow, Holmes, Cooper, and Lowell—but Dent writes that the critic
searching for “a production which is exclusively American, in spirit and tone, …will prove as
helpless as was that of the blind Ethiopian who, with an extinguished candle, in a dark cellar,
hunted for a black cat that was not there.”541
Dent’s article frames American literature in highly conventional critical terms, with
two important differences. First, he frames the writings of established American authors,
who generally conform to a list of “Atlantic authors,” as mostly as good as British writing
(specifically, 9/10ths “might have been written by Englishmen”). Second, it is not humor per
se which is the mark of a new American literature; rather, the new “labourers” of American
“mental culture” have in common a number of attributes that previous critics generally
attributed to American humor: peace and prosperity, “manly self-assertion,” and a democratic
spirit. Like many critics on both sides of the Atlantic, the future of American literature was
imagined to be the territory of white male authors. Female authors were discussed
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separately, usually without reference to nationality, while black writers were rarely discussed
in the periodical writing of the 1860s and 1870s as literature.
For Dent, American authors were beginning to cast off British models of literature,
while still claiming the intellectual heritage of the English language. He writes: “Their
intellectual seed is beginning to germinate, and the first upshots already give out
unmistakable indications of a prolific harvest.”542 Specifically, he praises Walt Whitman
(“the very incarnation of American democracy: fresh, hopeful, and above all things selfreliant”), Joaquin Miller, Bret Harte, and Mark Twain.543 Each author is praised and
critiqued, with Mark Twain being found “too thin” in his constant drollery. Still, Dent writes
that “his humour … is always good humour, and is never cynical. It is thoroughly
American.”544 Dent praises Twain over the “false spelling and barbarous grammar” of Ward
and Billings, ending with a higher measure of praise than Twain had yet garnered in England:
“All things considered, we believe that when the history of American literature comes to be
written, the name of Samuel Langhorne Clemens will be mentioned among its founders.”545
If he read the article, which is highly possible, William Dean Howells would surely have
been pleased with Dent’s critical view of American literature and Twain’s place within it,
which went further in canonizing Twain than Howells had to this point (or even would before
the 1880s).
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“Even at its worst it is popular”: Reception, Popularity, and Performance
Shortly before sailing on his second visit to England in June 1873, Twain made the
news in a somewhat novel manner—a lawsuit. Twain had been visited some months before
by a publisher wishing to purchase a sketch to use in a humorous periodical. Twain
demurred, but allowed the publisher to print one sketch from the collections that had been
published in England—largely made up of pieces from the Galaxy. By chance, the resulting
book was for sale (price 10 cents) on Twain’s train ride from Hartford to New York as he
prepared to return to England. Twain’s enjoyment at finding himself in Fun, Fact and
Fancy. A Collection of Original Comic Sketches and Choice Selections of Wit and Humor
was short-lived as he discovered that the publisher had published all the sketches without
permission, as well as one sketch credited to him “although he emphatically declines to father
it.”546 Twain’s lawyer requested an injunction and sought $25,000 in damages, claiming the
collection had damaged negotiations for a collection of sketches. In his affidavit, Twain
wrote:
I consider a volume of them worth (to me) not less than $25,000, & certainly would
not publish a volume of them unless I felt sure of getting that much for it—one of my
reasons being that I consider that an author cannot bunch a mass of disconnected
humorous sketches together & publish the same without sickening the public stomach
& damaging his own reputation.547
Another symptom of his anxiety with his lack of control over his works, the suit was Twain’s
only successful use of a lawsuit against piracy, although Twain’s victory consisted of a
permanent injunction, $10 in costs, and an injunction for the publisher to use only one story
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and not use Twain’s name in advertising. In referencing the incident in a later notebook
entry, Twain crowed that he “won a suit on uncopyrighted matter by pleading my nom de
plume as trade mark.”548 Twain would remain keen on protecting his nom de plume,
expanding his copyright, and controlling his circulation, but the suit did not stop other humor
collections during this era from pirating his works for commercial gain. While in England,
Twain selected and revised sketches for an authorized English version that would be the basis
for an eventual American collection of sketches.
Twain returned to England with wife and daughter; one paper referred to him as “one
of the greatest living humourists” whose “irrepressible humour … has made him famous.”549
The Clemenses settled in London, toured Ireland and Scotland, and visited Paris. Twain’s
reputation continued to develop through both personal and professional associations. Unlike
in Boston, where he had been met with a certain level of social restraint by the literary elite,
Twain was welcomed by many British authors, including Trollope, Charles Kingsley, Charles
Reade, and Harrison Ainsworth.550 He was invited to an exclusive social gathering featuring
scholars, statesmen, and other prominent figures, including Robert Browning, one of his
favorite authors.551 As Paine states:
It was the height of the season now, and being free to do so, he threw himself into the
whirl of it, and for two months, beyond doubt, was the most talked-of figure in
London. The Athenaeum Club made him a visiting member (an honor considered
next to knighthood); Punch quoted him; societies banqueted him; his apartments, as
before; were besieged by callers.552
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Twain lectured from October 13th to the 18th, returned to American with his family, and then
returned alone after six days in America. He then lectured in December before returning to
the United States in early January. During this time, he delivered his “Our Fellow Savages of
the Sandwich Islands” for 14 performances over 13 days and the “Roughing It on the Silver
Frontier” lecture 16 times in 12 days. Each lecture was an established hit from a previous
lecture tour, and each was certainly calculated to arouse public interest.553 Twain chose not
to lecture about Artemus Ward, whose status in England may have made the lecture an easier
sell than in America. Interestingly, Twain removed the offer to illustrate cannibalism for the
crowd if someone would provide a baby, a joke that had been widely circulated in British
papers. Twain perceived the British audience to be more civilized than American audiences,
but evidence of his reception shows that the London audiences focused on the entertainment
value of the lectures without the lyceum audience’s expectations of instruction or edification.
Certainly, Mark Twain was eager to impress the London audience, as he had been
eager to impress the Boston and New York audiences as a new lecturer.554 With the help of
Charles Dickens’s lecture manager, Twain booked the fashionable Queen’s Concert Rooms
and promoted the lecture with a letter to the London Standard promising to paralyze the
recent public frenzy on the subject, “for I can allay any kind of an excitement by lecturing
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upon it.”555 Livy agreed to his lecturing in London, despite her desire to return with him to
America, because it would give him a “larger” and “more enviable reputation.”556 Moncure
Conway noted that Twain’s choice of the fashionable hall, rather than the Egyptian Hall
where Artemus Ward and other Americans performed, raised the status of his audience.
Rather than the “popular” hall, Twain chose the “most fashionable hall in London,” and he
charged higher admission than previous American lecturers. As a result, Conway notes that
“the hall was crowded with fashionable people in evening dress, of whom few if any had ever
seen Mark,” and the audience was kept “in an ecstasy of delight and laughter from first to
last.” 557 Fred Lorch, in summing up Twain’s decision to lecture, argues that “if there was a
reputation to be won in England he wanted to win it from its leading citizens.”558
As with Artemus Ward, Twain’s performances as a humorist added a new level to his
persona through his embodiment of American humor. The London Evening Echo noted that
“since the days of Artemus Ward, there has been no one to animate, so to speak, American
drollery until Mark Twain.”559 The positive reaction to Twain’s lectures in England certainly
raised his status as a humorist, for the public of England and America, as well as in his own
view. Upon finishing the final lecture of his first run, Twain appeared on stage, noticeably
moved, and thanked the audience, stating: “I do not wish to appear pathetic, but it is
555

London Standard, October 9, 1873. SLC to Ed., London, London, England (UCCL 00969). 1997,
2007. <http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00969.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
556 Albert Bigelow Paine, Mark Twain, a Biography; the Personal and Literary Life of Samuel Langhorne
Clemens (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1912), I: 489. Undated letter cited in SLC to Charles Warren
Stoddard, 19 Oct 1873, London, England (UCCL 00976), n. 1. 1997, 2007.
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00976.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp#an1>
557 Moncure Conway Autobiography and Reminiscences (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, and Company,
1904), 142-3. Conway recalls that Twain stated he would lecture on the Sandwich Islands but, in the style
of Artemus Ward, instead went through a series of digressions on his Western travels—thus conflating the
two lectures Twain delivered in England.
558 Fred W. Lorch, The Trouble Begins at Eight: Mark Twain’s Lecture Tours (Ames: Iowa State
University Press, 1968) p. 139.
559 “Mark Twain’s Lecture,” October 14, 1873. Scrapbook #12, page 13, article 19.

302

something magnificent for a stranger to come to the metropolis of the world and be received
so handsomely as I have been. I simply thank you.”560 Twain’s genuine appreciation at his
reception is notable as a rare moment of emotion showing through the exterior humorist.
Despite the laughter and applause of the “fashionable” crowd, Twain’s reputation was
still a matter of debate, despite and possibly due to his popularity. As often happened, the
public attention brought about by a new humorous sensation led to critical reevaluation of
American humor more generally. A critic in the London Daily News used the occasion of
Twain’s lecture to acquaint readers with a “new and odd school of American humour, which
has made a way for itself among certain portions of the English public.”561 Sniffing with
snobbery, the critic hints that this humor did not elevate the British comic taste, nor would it
considered by the “educated American” to be “typical of the best wit and satire and mirth of
his country’s literature.” One would not class Lowell with such company, he writes:
Mr. LOWELL, whatever his degree in the class, belongs decidedly to the brotherhood
of the great humourists whose works are among the ornaments of literature and the
reforming agencies of society. He is of kin to the genuine poets who were satirists as
well; his humour is always refined by high culture, intensified by its tinge of pathos,
and strengthened by manly purpose. Nor should we rank Mr. BRET HARTE with
the general crowd of American mirth-makers.
Such mirth-makers focus on fun for its own sake, with the major “professors” of this art
being well known in American and England: Artemus Ward, Mark Twain, Petroleum V.
Nasby, Josh Billings, Orpheus C. Kerr, and, in a slightly different style, Charles Leland.
But it was Mark Twain who was the leading professor of this school, which
overflowed American newspapers and had become popular in England. This type of humor,
the critic continued, relies on surprises of incongruity and irreverence, often resorting to
560
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jokes of violence, drunkenness, and death, which “does not often add much to enduring
literature.” And while this style of humor is peculiarly American, the subject matter does
little to reflect the national character of Americans, which this critic held not to be cruel or
particularly given to drink. The article concluded with an evaluation that linked popularity
with short-lived fame:
Fresh, original, and amusing this new kind of literature is; at its best, it is irresistible;
even at its worst, it is popular. Its success here, as well as across the ocean, is beyond
dispute. But we doubt whether it is destined to amuse the world for long; or whether
anything more than ashes will be left when its fire goes out.
Mark Twain’s success as a lecturer did not guarantee his literary-critical reputation, and
while there is some evidence he viewed his English trips as a boon to his reputation, the
precise nature of such changes is hard to define.
This article was one of many that were clipped and collected in a scrapbook of
reviews and articles about Twain’s performances in London. Mark Twain kept many
scrapbooks, collecting news reports, articles on his lectures or works, and other information
of interest. Often disorganized, these collections are a unique and puzzling archive of
Twain’s life. Although many of these scrapbooks are in Twain’s own patented self-pasting
scrapbook, his English visit was collected in a book called Literary Scraps produced by his
publishing nemesis John Camden Hotten. The articles are neatly clipped and pasted,
probably by Charles Warren Stoddard, Twain’s California compatriot who was then visiting
England and whom Twain hired as secretary and “comrade” for his lectures. Pencil markings
in the articles show that Mark Twain probably read the articles as part of his keen interest in
his London reception.562
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The newspaper response to Twain’s performances was almost uniformly positive.
Newspapers noted the quality of the audiences and the number of celebrities, including the
presence of P.T. Barnum on the first night, with the consistent view that the lectures were
“repeatedly and loudly applauded.”563 Reviewers commented upon stylistic qualities —the
“dry manner” of his remarks, his “curious accent,” and the “grave countenance” of his face—
as more notable than the subject of the lecture, although some reviewers noted that the
lectures contained more information and artistic “word painting” than had been expected.564
One report summed up the lecture as “an odd and amusing mixture of solid fact and
humorous extravagance”; another noted that Twain “evidently has ‘the art of putting
things.’”565
As with previous reviews of Twain’s lecturing, reviewers focused on a number of
consistent subjects: the quality of the audience, the manner of Twain’s speaking, the matter
of his subject, and the audience responses. A review clipped into Twain’s scrapbook noted
that “the audience were intellectually of the elite” who “were well pleased with him, and
warmly testified it.”566 The London Cosmopolitan noted that he was “cordially greeted by a
large and select assembly, embracing many of the wits, the journalists, the authors, the

Camden Hotten. Based on the pasting style, this was probably Twain’s scrapbooking. Notebook #12
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celebrities, and, last not least, the beauties of London.”567 Charles Warren Stoddard
described the scene: “Extra seats were introduced; the stage was thronged; Mark stood in the
centre of the British public and held his own against the infinite attractions of the city.
Saturday matinee and evening saw disappointed people turned from the door; for there was
not even standing room in the hall.”568 The London Observer noted that the demand for
tickets testified to the public appetite for Twain’s performances. This passage, and a
description of the room being packed to overflowing, are marked in the scrapbook with
pencil, presumably by Twain himself as he considered extending his lectures beyond an
original run of two weeks.
As in America, reviews often focused on Twain’s stage presence as an “admirable
colloquial lecturer,” not a skilled orator or rhetorician. One paper noted that his amusing
lecture was notable because of Twain’s “California dialect,” stating “Possibly for this very
reason his witticisms were the more racy.” While Twain’s dialect was only arguably
“Californian,” for reviewers his unique delivery increased the enjoyment of the jokes by
making them seem more American. The Sportsman summarized: “If his books are
humorous, his lectures are ten times more so, and if his printed jokes are laughable they
possess the inestimable advantage of increased raciness when heard from his own lips.”569 In
England, more so than in America where his accent was distinctly regional, Mark Twain
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spoke like an “American,” or what the English might have imagined as the sound of the soil
(see Figure 13 for illustration of Twain from this period).

Figure 13. Illustration from New York Graphic, November 5, 1873

As with his writings and other aspects of his reputation, Twain’s performances in
England were judged in relation to Artemus Ward. One paper referred to the lecture as “of
the Artemus-Ward type,” while another called it the “freshest and most amusing
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entertainment” London had experienced since Ward’s lectures.570 Twain’s deadpan manner
of his descriptions and the gravity of his face, techniques borrowed from Ward, heighten the
effect of the jokes and help keep the audience “thoroughly under subjection.”571 The
Spectator, a weekly literary magazine, found Twain’s lecture similar to Ward’s but distinctly
inferior, as it relied more on “commonplace fun” and extravagance than Ward’s humor,
which combined moral coherence with intellectual incoherence.572 The reviewer linked the
lower quality of Twain’s humor to a higher level of popularity, in a manner common to
certain critics of humor, by stating:
His higher humour is not sustained, but it is eked out with so much skill of anecdote,
so much command of American idiom, and such powers of mimicry, as to furnish an
entertainment perhaps ever more generally popular than Artemus Ward’s inimitable
lectures themselves.573
Mark Twain’s widespread popularity, even when it extended to the elite and literary classes,
was viewed by some critics as a barrier to literary-critical status—as racy but not the right
quality of American humor. Still, by the end of Twain’s two stints lecturing, he seems to
have distinguished himself from Ward. One paper summarized by describing his delivery as
a “singularly enjoyable strain of elegance which may be classified as peculiarly MarkTwainian.”574
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Twain’s lecture also distinguished itself by actually being about the stated subject,
unlike Ward’s style of using a topic as an excuse for a series of digressions. Reviews praised
the information provided by Twain’s discourse:
A more genuine intellectual treat has not been presented to the public for years.
Those of us who remember Artemus Ward’s style would not have been surprised to
find the Sandwich Islands made a jocose excuse for a dissertation on all other
subjects but that. This was, however, not the case—Real information was pleasantly
conveyed. Mark Twain, like all the best humourists, has that vein of pure gold—that
appreciation of the seriousness of things—which makes its outcroppings of
quaintness so valuable. What you pick up and laugh heartily at, as a quip, has on
examination the true metal in it, to be laid aside for use. In a word his is the humour
of an observant and reflective mind; though as a natural consequence there is at times
a bubbling over of real rollicking fun in which an abundant good humour asserts
itself against graver qualities.575
This review and others praised Twain’s “word paintings” and the mixture of this eloquence
with information and humor. As he had learned through the difficulties of the Artemus Ward
lecture, Twain found a balance of serious and humorous to be key to positive reviews.
While the descriptions of such reviewers are not an exact mirror of reception, it is
clear from the London reviews that Twain’s lecture was received almost entirely positively.
Reviews note the reaction of audiences: “applause was long and reiterated,” “greeted with
unanimous shouts of approbation,” “often excite hearty laughter,” and “it is seldom an
audience laughs more heartily.”576 The London Standard ended their review by noting that
“scores of anecdotes followed, each one more amusing and amusingly recounted than its
predecessor, till at last the audience almost wished the lecture at an end, so that they might be
relieved from the labour of laughing.”577 A Liverpool paper noted than in addition to
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“uproarious laughter,” Mark Twain had earned “unbounded admiration.”578 Unlike America,
where laughter was sometimes frowned upon in lecture halls, London audiences seem to have
shown no compunction against laughter and the enjoyment of a public lecture. As an urban
amusement separate from any moral purpose, Twain’s lecture seems to have been received as
highly enjoyable and highly popular.
While in London, Twain wrote Livy of enjoying performing for the elegant and
“heartily responsive” audiences, although he disliked the tedium of waiting and the dreary
fog of London.579 Twain’s private secretary and “comrade” during this London campaign,
Charles Warren Stoddard, later reminisced about their stay, noting their daily routines,
Twain’s impatience to get his lecture started, the dreadful fog, and, most interestingly, the
variable laughter of the audiences. His description is worth quoting at some length for what
it says about Twain’s performances:
I found that a joke which took the house by storm one evening was not sure of a like
success the following night. Some jokes took immediate effect and convulsed the
house. The hearty laughter was as the laughter of one man with a thousand mouths.
On another occasion the same joke caught feebly in one corner of the room, ran
diagonally across the hall, followed by a trail of laughter, and exploded on the last
bench. …Again a joke which never aspired to anything more than a genteel smile
might on one occasion create a panic and ever after hold its peace; or the audience
would be divided against itself, the one half regarding with indignation the levity of
the other…580
This variability of the audience, both in relation to individual jokes and to audiences as a
whole, seems to have fascinated and frustrated Twain. The comportment of Twain’s
578
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audiences, and of his own uniquely humorous person, highlights both the methodological
difficulties of reading his lecture performances and their richness as sites of audience reaction
to humor.
The reviews clearly positioned Mark Twain as an “American humorist”—prefaced at
times with the adjectives “well-known,” “celebrated,” and “popular.”581 Mark Twain was
still firmly classed as an American humorist—racy and enjoyable but of uncertain critical
position. Twain’s popularity worked against his reputation, at times, in articles that found his
work inferior to Ward, Harte, or Lowell. One review noted that a “crowd of imitators have
copied the mannerisms of ‘A. Ward,’ without his delicate pungency,” continuing on to evoke
the critical stance that equates popularity with lower quality humor prone to irreverence:
America is rich in humourists, if not in humour; but there is a jerky irreverence about
their fun which somewhat bars it from ready acceptance in this old-fashioned
country. America has clearly a right to be eccentric in this as in other matters of
taste. The scholarly wit of the “Autocrat” comes nearest to the flavour of the original
English tap. Yet for strong thick drinks we sometimes draw upon Petroleum V.
Nasby, Josh Billings, Mark Twain, and others of the screaming jokers.582
Twain’s lectures evoked hearty laughter, even if “his jokes are laboriously ambushed to
provoke the sudden roar but will not bear repeated listenings.” Still, the paper concludes that
Twain would take with him “a grateful recollection of his successful debut in this country.”
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“Eh bien! je ne vois pas que cette grenouille ait rien de mieux qu’aucune grenouille”:
L’humour Américain et Mark Twain
Twain’s second and third European visits focused largely on his experience in
England and the increase in literary status that his celebrity reception engendered. England
loomed larger in the American literary imagination than France or Germany, and Mark
Twain’s focus on literary London demonstrates his continuity with other American authors.
Twain’s stories were not widely available on the continent until after 1872, when he secured
a German representative and first gained critical attention in France. Twain’s interactions
with German readers and critics did not occur until later, especially after his stay in Germany
in the late 1870s and the subsequent travel book, A Tramp Abroad (1880). 583 Mark Twain
encountered French views of his work sometime shortly after his English sojourns. Unlike
British criticism, which he took seriously as an indication of his literary-critical status,
French criticism of his works was transformed into an opportunity for humor, and French
disapproval of his uncivilized humor was literally translated into mockery of French ideas of
civilization.
In France, Mark Twain’s works were introduced through the work of Thérèse
Bentzon, the pen-name of Marie- Thérèse Blanc, the main French critic of American
literature in the late nineteenth century. Publishing under the sobriquet Th. Bentzon (and
sometimes “Theodore Bentzon”), Bentzon introduced Mark Twain and the subject of
American humor to French readers through a two-part article published in the Revue des deux
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mondes in July and August 1872, shortly after Twain had first arrived in London. In “Les
Humoristes Américains,” Bentzon introduced French readers to the new vogue of American
humorists, who were then causing “roars of laughter” [English in the original] in Australia,
India, New York, and London.584 Bentzon attempted to make sense of American humor by
examining Mark Twain (in the July issue), and then Artemus Ward, Josh Billings, and Hans
Breitmann (in the August issue). Her definition of humor, grounded in a privileging of
French wit, provides another transatlantic critical definition of American humor—“l’humour
Américain”—that positioned Mark Twain as a lower type of America humorist, unique to his
nation, but not worthy of literary status.
Th. Bentzon’s article begins from a familiar nationalistic argument. French wit, she
states, does not envy the wit of other countries. Reversing the relationship between humor
and wit found in American and English definitions, she argues that wit is the truest and
highest form of the comic, but that “humour, while it comes from wit, whose home country is
France, remains so foreign to us that up to now we have not been able either to translate or
define a word of it.”585 With wit as the fount of the risible, she defines humor as a “disease
of stormy climates”: England, Germany, and the “uncivilized” New World. Wit is the
highest “fine art of banter,” while humor is “a reflection of human life, rich in unexpected
and rough contrasts.” As such, humor tends to wear out French nerves, which are “refined,
demanding, lined with good taste, hostile to dissonances.”586 The hierarchy of comedy, as
the French tend to distinguish the forms of funniness, privileged verbal wit over physical
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humor, although without the same evolutionary frames that English critics tend to apply.
This hierarchy framed the ways in which Bentzon introduced American humor—not as a new
type of national literary expression, as English critics and readers largely held it, but as an
indicator of an unenviable and uncivilized American national character.
Bentzon’s categorizations of American humor in relation to the larger question of
American literature differ from English views in important ways. Bentzon classifies Bryant,
Emerson, Longfellow, Hawthorne, and Irving as serious authors indebted to European
literature, while the writers who “amuse the masses” are “absolutely American.”587 Rather
than being “literary,” the humor of Twain, Ward, Billings, and Breitmann are “a measure of
the popular taste of a people who think themselves very superior to the Old Europeans.” She
writes: “There is in the American spirit an inclination to gross mirth, to pranks, which reveals
that in certain respects this great people is still a childish people. To gain its favor, in the
West especially, one must be willing to sacrifice to buffoonery.”588 Instead of the first fruits
of a new literature, American humor is an indicator of an American character not to be
envied. As Mark Wilson has shown, Bentzon’s promotion of American literature tended to
reflect a preference for established New England authors (Emerson, Hawthorne, Longfellow,
Holmes, et al.) and their perceived heirs (Howells, James, Aldrich, and Warner), as well as
local color writers from all sections (Cable, Page, Harte, Wilkins, and Jewett, among
others).589 Unlike British critics, who praised American humor because it represented a
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national product not reliant on European models, Bentzon faulted American humorists
precisely because she found them to be too racy of the soil.
She argues that the American type of humor is “barbaric,” if enjoyable, but causes
more curiosity than admiration for the French critic or reader confronted with American
exuberance.590 Bentzon makes a clear mistake in assessing American humor—she mistakes
character for author. James C. Austin argues that Bentzon confuses “Artemus Ward” the
character with his author and Western humor with Down East, making her judgments
confused and confusing. She praises the Hans Brietmann character above the others,
showcasing a common French prejudice against the German “hordes” peacefully invading
America.591 Interestingly, Bentzon does not mention James Russell Lowell or Oliver
Wendell Holmes as humorists. The former seems to have garnered little attention in France,
at least for The Biglow Papers, while Holmes was more widely translated and discussed,
probably due to the difficulties of translating Lowell’s dialect and Holmes’s use of
sophisticated wit.592 Importantly, Bentzon published an article the month before her
evaluation of Twain praising Bret Harte, whom she consistently ranked as the best American
author.593
Still, it is clear that Bentzon views Twain’s humor and his personality as of a
distinctly lower quality, important largely because it reflects the character of the American
people. She describes Mark Twain, both in person and his writings, as follows:
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There is …nothing refined or delicate, complete ignorance of tact, good taste, and all
the qualities that sprout only in the soil of an advanced civilization… Mark Twain
possesses to the nth degree the temperament that his compatriots describe as jolly,
bluffy, telling, queer [English in original], all quite untranslatable terms; droll, comic,
clownish—such words give only a feeble idea of them. Such unquenchable verve
often lacks lightness—you can’t expect ale to have the froth of champagne…594
While a jolly and bluffy temperament may sound positive to those who value the exuberance
of American humor, it is clear that Bentzon is not valuing such humor in presenting it to a
French audience. Bentzon praises American style, language, and “often picturesque mixture
of neologism, dialect and what the Americans often call slang [English in original].”595 In
praising the “energetic” “bold” and “ingenious” new language of America, she cites
California as the logical location for this “new Babel,” while privileging Bret Harte’s
“audacity” over Twain’s “vulgar temerities.”596 She concludes: “…soon we will grow
accustomed to an American language whose savory spiciness should not be sneezed at, even
as we await the more delicate and revealing qualities which time will surely bring it.”597 It is
clear that Mark Twain’s language, while instructive, lacks the refinement necessary for the
perceived French reader. Interestingly, Bentzon also praises American humor for its
“profound respect for modesty” and says that young women could read them without
inconvenience, a distinct critical difference from the English critics who chastised American
humorists for their profanity.598
Her lack of keen appreciation for American humor is demonstrated in her discussion
of The Innocents Abroad. Taking Mark Twain’s judgments to be serious, Bentzon finds fault
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in the author gauging the glories of Europe through the cultural prejudices of America. She
writes that “it is not enough to have wit or even a natural sense of taste to appreciate works of
art and to form a proper aesthetic opinion; nothing replaces experience.”599 Bentzon’s
inability to read the narrator as a character, and the narrative as a satire of both American
travelers and European pretensions, opens her critique of the book up to a burlesque similar
to Twain’s hoax review of The Saturday Press.600
Instead, Twain responded to Bentzon’s criticism by attacking the area where she most
acknowledges her difficulties and praises Twain: the difficulty of translating the “savage
charm and moving simplicity” of Twain’s language. Not attacking per se, but making fun of
her translation for his own humorous purposes. In order to demonstrate the “habits of mind”
that humor demonstrates, Bentzon had translated “The Jumping Frog” as the most popular
and, indeed, classic example of American humor. In April 1873, Twain wrote to Livy that
he had discovered the French version of the Jumping Frog story and that “fun is no name for
it.” He planned to translate it literally without giving a hinting that he was not, in fact, quite
the scholar of French. He would publish it in the Atlantic Monthly where it would make
“toothsome reading.”601 Indeed, while it is unclear in what form or when Twain encountered
Bentzon’s article, he did have main portions translated into English from an American or
English newspaper, which notes that the French critic had been tricked into that "…fatal
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misapprehension of our "humor" which has fastened so many critics before him."602 Th.
Bentzon, neé Marie- Thérèse Blanc, had been “sold.”
Twain found the situation laughable. He published “The ‘Jumping Frog.’ In English.
Then in French. Then Clawed Back into a Civilized Language once more by Patient,
Unremunerated Toil,” in Sketches, New and Old (1875). Twain does not object to the critic’s
evaluations, writing: “It is a very good article, and the writer says all manner of kind and
complementary things about me—for which I am sure I thank him with all my heart.”603
Instead, Twain comically faults Bentzon for the translation of the Jumping Frog story, stating
that “he has simply mixed all up; it is no more like the Jumping Frog when he gets through
than I am like a meridian of longitude.” Twain then presents the original version of the
Jumping Frog, Bentzon’s translation, then his own re-translation of Bentzon, with occasional
comments on the French, such as “[If that isn’t grammar gone to seed, then I count myself no
judge.—M.T.]” Twain concludes by asking “And what has a poor foreigner like me done, to
be abused and misrepresented like this?” He especially balks at the translation of the nub of
the story:
“Well, I don’t see no p’ints about that from that’s any better’n any other frog.”
The line ends up, after its recovery from the French, as:
“Eh bien! I no saw that that frog had nothing of the better than each frog.”
As a reader with a basic knowledge of French should be aware, Twain’s translations are not
to be trusted. From the very first paragraph, where he poorly translates the name of the
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journal (as “Review of Some Two Worlds”) and the article (as “These Humorists
Americans”), Twain gives himself away as untrustworthy.
Twain’s mock offense at the poor translation is clearly a dig at the pretensions of the
French language and, by extension, the French critic, which both claim to be more refined
and civilized than the American. The basis of the joke is Twain’s inability to unriddle French
grammar, of which he says, “I think it is the worst I ever saw, and yet the French are called a
polished nation.” By clawing his story back into a “civilized” language, Twain reverses,
however ineffectively, the relationship between French and American literary language,
effectively tweaking the French critic at the tenderest point. As Mark Wilson notes, no
matter how bad Twain’s actual understanding of French was at this point (and it was surely
better than his translation would have one believe), he could hardly have failed to recognize
the “cultural condescension” of Bentzon’s article.604 His positioning of the French language
as unpolished and uncivilized surely would have answered Bentzon’s criticism—recalling
that Bentzon argued that French wit (a phenomenon of language) was the height of proper
humor.
After meeting Mark Twain in Paris in 1879, Bentzon corrected her impression that
Mark Twain the person was the Mark Twain of the books, admiring his “correct manners”
and admitting his retranslation had been a “witty revenge.” Twain took further revenge
during a dinner party Bentzon gave for himself and Thomas Bailey Aldrich. Unable to
attend, Livy had asked Aldrich’s wife Lilian to make sure he minded his manners. Mrs.
Aldrich, whom Twain had disliked from their first meeting in Boston, was a good friend of
Mme. Blanc and she reported that, during dinner, Twain sprang from his chair without

604

Wilson, 548.

319

warning and promenaded around the table waving his napkin as an “Admiral might his
flag.”605 Just as suddenly, he regained composure and furtively sat down. Mark Wilson
interprets this as a performative moment in which Mark Twain tweaked both his Boston and
his French antagonists through an absurd deadpan performance.606
Twain was aware of, and resentful toward, Bentzon’s criticism for many years
following these incidents, and they became part of his lifelong antipathy toward the French.
When he republished the Jumping Frog story in the early 1890s, along with some new
materials, Bentzon’s good friend Grace King, the Southern writer, complained to Twain that
the French critic had taken offense. Twain replied in full force, stating: “You see, the whole
trouble lies in the French character. It hasn’t a shred of humor in it, consequently there is no
depth to it. …When you have hurt a Frenchman, you have hurt a child; you can’t reason with
him, you can only kiss him & pet him & flatter him.”607 Mark Twain’s view of French
criticism, via Th. Bentzon, was not terribly serious, from his first encounter through much of
his life. Unlike the English opinion of him, which he carefully studied while in England and
triumphed over for years, Mark Twain’s snub by the French was merely to be laughed at—to
be made fun of.
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“Perlite Literatoor”:
The Great American Humorists and the Question of “American Humour”
Mark Twain’s reception in England highlights an important facet of literary-critical
reputation that was increasingly operative for Mark Twain: the distinctions between personal
acceptance, celebrity status, and critical reputation. Mark Twain as a literary figure—in
person and as a performer—was accepted into London society to a broader degree than
Twain had been accepted into the New England culture of letters centered in Boston, but the
place of “Mark Twain” as an abstract figure of American letters was not equally canonized
within British criticism. If anything, the popularity of Twain was more likely to call forth
critical evaluations lowering Twain’s value to somewhere below those “quality” humorists
who made up the hierarchical habitus of British criticism. Mark Twain’s banquets with
Robert Browning and other British literary figures did not make him a critical equal so much
as a social equal. Mark Twain’s “fashionable” audiences and lecture successes did not raise
him to the critical level of Lowell, Bret Harte, or even Artemus Ward, whose status was
somewhat unique because of the pathos attached to his early death in the county.
Mark Twain returned to America with his scrapbook filled with almost uniformly
positive reviews of his performances. Clearly standing out from the reviews of his lectures
pasted into the scrapbook is the article from the Daily News, comparing Twain as “mirthmaker” to the eternal humor of Lowell and Bret Harte, wondering if his brand of humor
would be “anything more than ashes …when its fire goes out.”608 He would return to
Europe in 1878, following the debacle of his speech at the Whittier Birthday Dinner, which is
explored in Chapter Six. While his relationship with British society and letters would be
more fraught later, especially following his encounters (both personally and critically) with
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Matthew Arnold, in early 1874 Mark Twain held what one critic has called a case of
“Anglophile euphoria” that led him to promote a system to award extra votes within a
democracy in order to control the influence of the masses.609
His critical position in British periodicals, on the other hand, was far from settled. In
“Artemus Ward and the Humorists of America” (1876), Matthew Freke Turner argued that
Artemus Ward should be viewed as the height of American humor in the post-Civil War
period. Turner makes a novel argument that Ward, alone among American authors, deserves
a place in “the famous line which begins with Rabelais and ends with Charles Dickens.”610
Whereas earlier American authors had introduced a unique humor into the “scanty field of
American letters,” Turner does not acknowledge these men—Irving, Lowell, Holmes, or
Hawthorne—as original enough to be classed highly in the world of letters, at least not for
their humor. The school of writers that sprang up during the Civil War, on the other hand, is
for Turner another matter and is “redolent of American soil and racy of American manner.”
He then attempts to recover and defend this humor, especially in the figure of Artemus Ward,
from critical evaluations that would hold them to be merely popular and ephemeral.
First, Turner explains the circulation of this humor—in newspapers and lectures—as
a necessity for American authors who wished to reach a wide audience, as the American
book market was hard for American writers to compete in due to the prevalence of British
piracies (which helps explain, in the opposite case, the widespread circulation of American
humorists in England).611 Ward’s widespread newspaper circulation won him a wider
audience than most writers but did not pay, forcing him to the lecture stage, where his
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character of the Showman was able to come to life as a dramatic figure almost equal to those
produced by Dickens. He writes: “Setting aside the conceptions of Dickens… we greatly
doubt if this century has produced any character of greater comic power, any that will float
longer down the stream of time, than the Artemus Ward of Mr. Charles Brown.” The cultural
circumstances of the literary comedians, and Ward as “the head, the founder, and still
incomparably the foremost of the new school of writers,” help explain and justify their often
ephemeral products and their popularity.
Second, Turner justifies the writings of Ward as “quite inimitable art,” dismissing the
criticism of his misspellings and his low vulgarity as an issue of improper reading.
Apologizing to “persons of elevated literary tastes” who might read his extensive samples of
Ward’s work with “sickly disgust,” Turner also hints that these people may lack a full sense
of humor—and he begins his article by philosophizing that people who lack a sense of humor
lack full wisdom and are condemned to both melancholy and stupidity.612 He writes:
The humour is broad—too broad, perhaps, for some refined readers. There is
absolutely no “culture” at all, or pretence to it, about Artemus Ward’s “perlite
literatoor.” …It is perhaps because Mr. Brown somewhat disregarded the voices of
such people that his reputation is not so high with ordinary readers as with those
whose critical judgment has ceased to be on trial, and need not fear to pass a bold
opinion. It takes more than a commonplace critic to see genius in a literary work
where every ordinary rule of grammar and orthography and style is disregarded. The
mass of common-place readers laugh at Mr. Brown’s jests, but fail to see the art that
underlies them.
In this country it was, among the higher classes of literary men, that the
young American was first recognized as a true genius.613
Turner’s defense of Ward’s humor—as dramatic performance and literary art—was a bold
critical opinion, an attempt to redefine the canon of American humor and “literatoor” to
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include a figure who refined readers do not appreciate and common readers merely find
amusing.614
Turner attempted to reclassify “American humour” with the works of Artemus Ward
at the top, with Harte at times reaching the level of genius, and with Mark Twain as a failure
whose popularity was unwarranted. Only Twain and Harte had “shown any distinctive
manner as well as original power in their mode of exposing the follies and absurdities of the
public.”615 Despite some exasperating failures, Bret Harte is one of “the very few men of
real comic genius whom this generation has produced.” But Twain, more than Harte, had
failed to rise above the level of “professional jester.” He is of a lower order and his “fun does
not appeal to one as does that of Artemus Ward; it is drier, harder, less to the point, and not
nearly so fresh and racy.” Given to profanity and irreverence, Twain lacks the genial quality
that made Ward’s humor successful but instead appeals to “well-dressed rowdies,” not decent
readers. While Twain’s popularity in England was probably greater than Ward’s, Turner
finds him “a jester, and very little more”; the difference between Twain and Ward is “the
difference between a breaker of jests and a true humorist; between our Dickenses and
Thackerays, our Sternes and Goldsmiths, and such men as Hook and the younger Coleman.”
This defense of Ward’s artistic and cultural importance is unique in its strident elevation of
Ward into a humorous canon by recasting the roles and definitions of the “quality humorist.”
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Not all British critics, however, remained steadfast in the view that “American
Humour” represented the first fruits of a racy and original American literature. Lloyd’s
Weekly Newspaper of London made a point of questioning American humor as a true
representative of American culture. One article noted the importance of the American school
of literature, which reflected a “gradual leaning towards the great West.” While Twain and
Ward are the most popular of this school, the reviewer points to the importance of a “serious
and distinct clique of writers who are bringing about a revolution of our literary tastes.” For
this review, the serious representatives of American literature are a book of Henry Ward
Beecher’s religious sayings and Josiah Holland’s Arthur Bonnicastle, which is well written
but “leaves no particular impression.”616 Another article in the same paper questioned the
tendency to elevate humorists and denigrate serious American poets, worrying that this has
led to the “gradually falling [of literature and poetry] to the level which France has reached,
without the redeeming wit and sparkle of that unhappy land.”617 The article defends
Longfellow as a poet of value above Twain, Harte, and other humorists by arguing that there
is serious work of value under the “frothy, evanescent” writings then so generally popular in
both countries.
The critic most strenuously arguing against the humorous—or at least tempering the
popularity of humor—was Leslie Stephen, the influential editor of the Cornhill magazine. In
an article entitled, “Humour” (1876), he revised his praise of humor from his article from
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1866, taking several opportunities to praise genuine, vigorous humor against the “wretched
caricature” of “what is called American humour.”618 The fact that readers laugh at Ward and
Twain is conclusive proof, for Stephen, “that we have very little notion of what true humour
means.”619 In a telling critical move, he argues that humor and philosophy are opposed
systems of thought, stating: “As philosophers have not succeeded in defining the quality, we
need not seek to supply their place.” As often follows such a definitional denial, Stephens
spends several pages defining humor and its operations, often contradicting himself, but at
times making for highly entertaining reading, vis.:
The humorist is the man who laughs through tears. …He laughs in the midst of
prayer and is yet not consciously irreverent; in the very innermost mental recesses,
consecrated to his deepest emotions, there are quaint grotesques and images due to
the freaks of the wildest fancy; the temple in which he worships is partly an oldcuriosity shop; he belongs to the sect which keeps monkeys in its sacred places.620
Humor is a “morbid secretion,” given naturally to the base instincts of profanity, brutality,
and inhumanity, but also bound to fade in power over time.
After four full pages of not defining humor by giving an extensive, if confusing,
series of distinctions between true humor and the merely amusing, Stephen ends by admitting
that there is a time for jesting: “Shakspeare (sic) was a good writer; and one or two of his
successors deserve some of the things that have been said about them.”621 He spends the rest
of the article attacking, first, Jane Austen (coining the term “Austenolatry” to describe those
who defend the author by accusing critics of having no sense of humor) and, second,
American humour, which is a bloodless caricature of the “savage” humor that takes delight in
“revolting against the world, of outraging its decencies, flying in the face of its
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conventionalities, and pouring ridicule on its holiest creeds.”622 Stephen’s view of the
declension of true humor clearly differentiates, for American literature, between James
Russell Lowell and his popular imitators—Artemus Ward and Mark Twain.
Writing on Lowell in 1875, he distinguished between humor of “genuine literary
force” and the vulgar humor of recent humorists. In the Biglow Papers especially, he argues,
Lowell achieved the finest kind of humor, which combines “a deep and generous sympathy
with a keen perception of the ludicrous” that transforms his satire into “strains of genuine
poetry.”623 Ward and Twain, on the other hand, merely traffic in cynical and violent
“Yankee Humor”:
The man must be straitlaced beyond all reasonable limits who would refuse to laugh
at some of the “goaks” of Artemus Ward or even of Mark Twain. But we laugh and
have done with it. The fun of such writers is rapidly becoming a mere trick, and, to
say the truth, a very offensive trick. The essence …is a simply cynicism which holds
that there is something funny in brutality and irreverence.624
He argues that the humor of a young nation, which relies on vernacular, would be replaced as
that civilization progressed by the vulgar—“for a genuine patois we have a barbarous slang,
and the penny-a-liner is the chosen interpreter of popular feeling.”625
The question of whether Mark Twain was a founding figure of a truly national
American literature or merely a “penny-a-liner” selling cruel and irreverent tricks was not
settled as a critical question in England (or America, for that matter) in the 1870s. The
contours of the critical landscape and the hierarchies of American literature and “American
humour,” point to a shared transatlantic question: did Mark Twain’s humor represent
something essential in the American character, and if so, was it of high enough quality to be
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promoted as “American Literature”? From the time of his introduction to the British reading
public through the Jumping Frog through his two triumphal visits, Mark Twain’s literarycritical reputation rarely saw him classed above Artemus Ward, his fellow literary comedian,
or Bret Harte, his fellow Californian, comparisons that may have rankled his ego were he
aware of the scope and slant of the British criticism. Instead, Mark Twain, along with Livy
and Howells, focused on the celebrity status of the “Lion of London.” Scholars of Mark
Twain and his fellow humorists should not similarly see Twain’s British reputation only
through the pleasure of his celebratory visits. Instead, the ambivalent critical position of
Mark Twain—possibly among the founders of an American literature, possibly a merely
popular jester bound to fade—strikes the keynote of Twain’s early literary-critical reputation,
both at home and abroad.
Mark Twain’s personal success and professional celebrity in England may have had a
greater critical impact in America, where the success was viewed more generally because
from a greater distance. Most immediately, Twain and Howells viewed Twain’s British
reception as notable. In My Mark Twain, Howells acknowledged that the British were the
first to recognize Twain at his “transatlantic value”:
But it must be acknowledged that for a much longer time here than in England polite
learning hesitated his praise. In England rank, fashion, and culture rejoiced in him.
Lord mayors, lord chief justices, and magnates of many kinds were his hosts; he was
desired in country houses, and his bold genius captivated the favor of periodicals
which spurned the rest of our nation. But in his own country it was different. In
proportion as people thought themselves refined they questioned that quality which
all recognize in him now, but which was then the inspired knowledge of the simplehearted multitude.626
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As Twain’s most prominent and consistent critical promoter, Howells would have
undoubtedly enjoyed Twain’s British reception. But he ignored the highly ambivalent
position of Twain in British periodicals, which were as likely to dismiss Twain as a merely
popular import destined to be forgotten as they were to place him in a developing American
canon.
Twain’s grateful memories of his first successes in England—as author and
performer, humorist and celebrated lion—were tempered by his immediate homesickness and
by the familiar question of his status as humorist. To this point in his career, Mark Twain
had produced little material that ranks among his lasting humor—“The Jumping Frog,” parts
of his travel books, and a few other sketches. His first novel, the co-written The Gilded Age,
would soon be circulating to readers through subscription sales and in the reviews, but the
major works, through which critics and readers have classed him as a Great American
Humorist were still to come.
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Chapter Five—“There’s Millions In It!”:
Mark Twain as Businessman in the Gilded Age
In March 1873, the Galaxy published a review of The Gilded Age, Mark Twain’s first
novel, co-written with his Hartford neighbor, Charles Dudley Warner. The novel produced
something of a sensation both before and after its publication due to its novel conjunction of
two well-known humorists. As Twain’s first novel, it marked an important development in
his career as a writer, and its topic—the current state of American life, or in the words of its
subtitle “A Tale of To-Day”—indicated Twain’s first attempt at a sustained satire of
American life. The Galaxy review highlighted two major themes that criticism of the book
would focus on: the reputation of the authors and the role of criticism in shaping reactions to
a text.
The Galaxy’s review quotes from the book’s Preface at length, which is a burlesque
of the common prefatorial tendency to apologize for a book and to shape the reader’s
expectations for it content. The authors address the critic, writing
We do not object to criticism; and we do not expect that the critic will read the book
before writing a notice of it: We do not even expect the reviewer of the book will say
that he has not read it. No, we have no anticipations of anything unusual in this age
of criticism. But if the critic, who passes his opinion on the novel, ever happens to
peruse it in some weary moment of his subsequent life, we hope that he will not be
the victim of a remorse bitter but too late.627
The Galaxy’s critic takes this as an opening to joke back, declaring that to take such a
production seriously enough to actually read it would be to miss the joke. Instead, the critic
points out that people would buy the book based on the authors’ reputations as funny men:
Nevertheless we have looked into it, and can say that it is a work which no library
should be without; for it is the production of two humorists whose names are well
known throughout the United States, and who, if they seldom succeed in being funny,

627

“Current Literature,” Galaxy, XVII:3 (March 1874), 428.

330

have at least the reputation of always being so—which come to very much the same
thing.
The jocular tone of this review thinly disguises a certain antagonism toward the authors, who
may have traded on their reputations as funny men in order to circumvent criticism that might
find the book to be less than entertaining.
Twain’s first novel is largely elided in Twain scholarship as a failed production,
sitting between his early travel books and his turn to the subject of the river with “Old Times
on the Mississippi” and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Everett Emerson wrote that the
book “is unduly long (subscription-book length), badly plotted, and uneven. Perhaps the best
thing about the book is its title…”628 Charles Neider went so far as to pull Twain’s portion of
the novel out, as if by literary cesarean, and publish it separately in 1965 as The Adventures
of Colonel Sellers. He argued that the book “lived” because of Twain’s share and despite
Warner’s.629 As a novel, the book holds up poorly, and its lasting import is most decidedly in
its title with little reference to the actual content of the novel. As a literary event and a
literary curiosity, the book received substantial attention, and its promotion, reception, and
transformations illuminate important facets of literary production in the era that it named.630
This chapter focuses on the relationship between literature and commerce in Mark
Twain’s career as he shifted from professional funny man to humorous author through the
promotion, circulation, and reception of The Gilded Age. The novel originated in the winter
of 1873, after Twain had returned from his first trip to England. After they had complained
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about the state of current novels, Twain and Warner were encouraged by their wives to write
a novel.631 That Susan Warner and Olivia Clemens had inspired the book, and acted as
auditors and judges throughout its composition, is of key importance. In a later essay on the
business of letters, Howells noted that women made up the largest class of readers of both
“light literature” and “soft literature” and often determined a book’s fate:
The man of letters must make up his mind that in the United States the fate of a book
is in the hands of the women. It is the women with us who have the most leisure, and
they read the most books. They are far better educated, for the most part, than our
men, and their tastes, if not their minds, are more cultivated. Our men read the
newspapers, but our women read the books; the more refined among them read the
magazines. If they do not always know what is good, they do know what pleases
them, and it is useless to quarrel with their decisions, for there is no appeal from
them.632
Only humorists, Howells argued, had gained a place in American literature without the help
of this “largest reading-class,” since the humorists had developed through newspapers, which
he imagines to have a primarily male readership.
The question of the relationship between business and letters, and between Mark
Twain and the market as a specific case, are central to better understanding Mark Twain’s
productions of the 1870s and the literary and cultural history in which they are embedded.
The presence of the romantic subplots in the book may have been the authors’ playing to a
perceived audience, one made real every night as the authors read their day’s work to their
wives. Twain wrote to Mrs. Fairbanks, another proxy for genteel and literate womanhood, of
the process and its results, noting that the women “pleaded so long & vigorously for
Warner’s heroine, that yesterday Warner agreed to spare her life & let her marry—he meant
to kill her. I killed my heroine as dead as mackerel yesterday (but Livy don’t know it
631
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yet)…”633 Twain and Warner’s attempt to market to the perceived female readership by
including romantic subplots largely failed because the authors failed to either burlesque the
literary conventions of the genre or to adopt the conventions of domestic humor.
The conventions of novel writing and expectations of novel readers were a vexed
subject both for authors and for critics, and the pages of the Atlantic Monthly and other
magazines in the United States and Europe commonly featured discussions on the present
and the future of the novel. For Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, a first foray into
novel writing was fraught with conflicting ideas about how to create a success for their
production. Both men had come to writing as a career later in their lives, after other
occupations, and had both recently settled in the Nook Farm section of Hartford to undertake
careers as authors. Warner was less well known than Twain, although his books of essays
had been favorably reviewed in the Atlantic Monthly, where Howells had written: “His book
is light and easy to be read, and it is imbued with a humor which, if not very subtile, is nearly
always pleasant.”634 Both men wrote portions of the book, revised the others’ work, and
shared the results with their wives. Far from a genteel novel, despite the romantic plotlines,
the book’s main feature was social satire of a range of American locales and institutions far
beyond what either author had produced previously.
The promotion, publication, and reception of Twain and Warner’s The Gilded Age
represents a key case study in the development of Mark Twain’s reputation and the
circulation of texts as commodities in the period. The book’s satire of speculation, money
fever, technology, and westward expansion was released, ironically, in the midst of Mark
633
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Twain’s own period of financial expansion and business speculation, when his books,
lectures, and other ventures had allowed him to be one of the most financially successful
authors of the era. The book was announced and prefaced by a considerable amount of press,
making it “the event of the coming season.”635 Twain and Warner attempted to control the
promotion and the critical reception—soliciting notices and fretting over the impression those
notices would leave for the reading (and buying) public. Sending out extensive review
material, the authors managed to gain notice for a subscription book far beyond what was
normal for the time, in which subscription publishing was viewed with distrust by critics,
publishers, and authors. The reviews split between three main reactions: praise of the book’s
satire, despite notable faults in the book as a novel; consternation, if not censure, of the
humorists, who left some critics feeling “sold” by the book; and amazement by foreign
critics, who marveled at the book’s condemnation of American politics. These immediate
reactions were followed by a drop-off in book sales that many, including Twain, saw as a
sign of the book’s ultimate failure. At the same time, Twain’s dramatization of the book,
under the title of Col. Sellers, became one of the most successful productions of the
American theater, making the title character an American symbol and the author a significant
amount of money. As Colonel Sellers was fond of saying, the history of The Gilded Age
showed that “There’s millions in it!” even if the financial meanings of the book are more
complicated than the initial speculations proposed
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Cultures of Business: The Literary Marketplace
On August 11, 1872, shortly before sailing on his first journey to England, Mark
Twain informed his brother Orion Clemens of a new book project—“Mark Twain’s SelfPasting Scrap-book.” He described a practical invention for preserving newspaper clippings
using pre-gummed columns that customers could wet as needed, solving some of the messy
nuisances of scrapbooking. In a characteristic moment of hucksterism and business acumen,
Twain advised Orion to keep the letter and the envelope as evidence of “the date of this great
humanizing & civilizing invention.”636 Twain was granted a patent the next June, his second
following the “Improvement in Adjustable and Detachable Straps for Garments,” and
production of the book began several years later, in 1866 or 1867. Like many people in the
post-Civil War period, Mark Twain and his brother Orion had a passion for invention—from
board games to railroad brakes to flying machines to Twain’s disastrous entanglement with
the Paige Typesetting Machine, a technological marvel, when functional, that helped
bankrupt Twain in 1895.637 Twain’s passion for inventions, and his investments in them,
made him the most famous man of letters who also functioned as a man of business.
The scrap-book proved to be Mark Twain’s most profitable business venture,
apparently making him a steady income. Business records are sparse; but the first extant
statement lists 26,310 scrapbooks sold in the first half of 1877, with Twain earning
$1,071.57.638 Twain renewed the patent in 1892, and the scrap-book was still for sale after
his death. The manufacturer/publisher of the book was Dan Slote & Co., run by one of
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Twain’s fellow “pilgrims” from the Quaker City excursion. The company published a
number of promotional pamphlets that included a picture of Twain (see figure below),
testimonials from newspapers and other sources, and a humorous letter from Twain, in which
he puffed the book as “a sound moral work.” He offered testimonials “of the best sort, and
from the best people” and testified to his non-mercenary purpose, which was “not to make
money out of it, but to economise the profanity of this country.” In one version of the
pamphlet, Twain offered testimonials from newspapers and government officials from all
sections—North, South, West, and East, such as:
Appleton’s Journal: “It is everything that can be desired; neat, convenient and simple.
We recommend it to all.”
Norristown Herald: “No library is complete without a copy of the Bible, Shakespeare,
and Mark Twain’s Scrap Book.”
New Orleans Picayune: “A decided convenience”
Danbury News: It is a valuable book for purifying the domestic atmosphere, and,
being self-acting, saves the employment of an assistant. It contains nothing that the
most fastidious person could object to, and is, to be frank and manly, the best thing of
any age—mucilage particularly.”
Apart from the pun of the final notice, most of the squibs were decidedly pedestrian. The
advertisement linked semi-serious salesmanship with the slightly irreverent, but largely relied
on Mark Twain’s name combined with a decidedly practical product.
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Figure 14. Advertisement from
Christian Secretary, November 21, 1877

Figure 15. Cover of Advertising Pamphlet

Mark Twain’s Patent Self-Pasting Scrap-Book went by many names and eventually
came in over 50 versions, with specially designed books for newspaper clippings and for
photographs, for druggists and for children. Mark Twain participated both as creator of
scrap-books and as inventor of a new and valuable property. Through the Scrap-book, Mark
Twain’s name and image circulated to new audiences, many of whom may not have been
among his readers. Twain’s new “book” was commented upon and advertised in venues
where he had received little attention, such as the Christian Secretary, a Hartford-based
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weekly that only began to notice Twain in 1876 and first reviewed one of his books the
following year—the Scrap-book.639
An enterprising collector wanting to collect the newspaper and magazine ephemera
discussing Mark Twain and his works would have needed numerous scrapbooks during the
1870s, when Twain’s fame expanded into national and international markets and his doings
became fodder for editors looking to fill rapidly expanding periodical space. The words of
Mark Twain made it into newspapers in letters to the editor, excerpts from books, reprintings
of previous periodical pieces, one line squibs, and eventually interviews. News about Twain
appeared in literary and personal gossip columns on a regular basis. Unauthorized
advertisements, and flesh-and-blood imposters, spread his image into new commercial
realms. As Louis Budd notes, Twain’s persona shifted dizzyingly in the 1870s, summing up
the commercial and literary images as such: “More than at any other stage of Twain’s career,
even a wellwisher could reasonably feel free to pick from a gallery of images during the
1870s.”640 The tension felt in Budd’s description of Twain’s commercial considerations and
his popular image is between the commercial huckster and the literary genius. He writes:
“As ‘Mark Twain,’ selling out his dignity was still part of his business, but for nineteenthcentury humor an effective ‘sell’ cast glory for shrewdness.”641 This tension between
commercial shrewdness and respectable literary production helped frame Mark Twain’s
reputation, in his own time and throughout the history of Twain scholarship.
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The tendency has been to look for the “real” Mark Twain lurking behind the “sell,” to
focus on the works that have emerged from the commercial tumult of this period as lasting
literature—especially The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and “Old Times on the Mississippi,” as
well as parts of the travel books and a number of sketches. The commercial and the artistic
were intimately connected for Mark Twain and other authors navigating the shifting literary
marketplace of Gilded Age America, even if some critics at the time and since would like to
divorce art from commerce. That Mark Twain married these two more frequently than many
authors did, that he sold occasional works of inferior quality or padded his books for
subscription sale, and that he lived his life as a literary celebrity publicly has opened his
entire career to criticism that his artistic abilities were perverted by the marketplace. Van
Wyck Brooks argued, in his seminal work of Twain scholarship, that a religious veneration of
material prosperity after the Civil War created “…a vast unconscious conspiracy actuated all
America against the creative spirit,” which perverted Mark Twain’s entire career.642 A
counter thread of Twain scholarship, originating with Bernard DeVoto’s spirited repudiation
of Brooks, has sought to redeem certain key works from the taint of commercialism.
As with many critical questions related to Mark Twain’s role in Gilded Age literary
culture, the question of commercialism was first scouted by William Dean Howells, most
thoroughly in his 1893 essay for Scribner’s Magazine, “The Man of Letters as a Man of
Business.” In this essay, Howells looked back at the commercial situation of American
letters stretching back to the age of Emerson. Howells’s essay operated on three levels: the
ideals of artistic production, the challenges of artistic realities, and a solution that attempted
to reframe the question. For Howells, post-Civil War America was a “nation of business
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men” and even the “high-cost man of letters” who had a national reputation had an income
commensurate with a “rising young physician, known to a few people in a subordinate
city.”643 Howells’s insecurity is both palpable and humorous as he sums up the status of the
man of letters:
He must still have a low rank among practical people; and he will be regarded by the
great mass of Americans as perhaps a little off, a little funny, a little soft!
Perhaps not; and yet I would rather not have a consensus of public opinion on
the question; I think I am more comfortable without it.
As the scholar Michael Davitt Bell has argued, Howells’s criticism framed literary
production as masculine in order to distinguish his version of literary production from earlier
cultural definitions that saw authors as feminine.644 The focus in this essay on the man of
letters in relation to the man of business is not only conventional gendered pronoun usage but
also an attempt to create a masculine form of letters by recasting literary production’s relation
to business.
The form of Howells’s argument attempts to separate literary production from
business by arguing that, in an ideal world, man would not have to live by art but would be
able to produce literature separate from earning a living. Howells notes that people rightly
feel that there is something profane or impious in taking money for a picture, poem, or statue,
leading to his maxim that “Business is the opprobrium of Literature.” But since business is
“the only human solidarity,” the man of letters is forced to operate in a “huckstering
civilization” that violates the pure realm of art.645 He presents an ideality that runs up against
the realities of the world in the centrality of the market in the production of literature.
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Whether Howells truly aspired to the ideal, or uses it as a rhetorical device, the purpose of the
article is to create a new synthesis between business and letters in which the man of letters
can reinvigorate his reputation through reframing literature as an occupation that “is allied to
the great mass of wage-workers who are paid for the labor they have put into the thing done
or the thing made.”646 By framing authors with workers, Howells attempts to move writing
out of a classification as “leisure” to one of “labor” and to ally it with “the masses” rather
than “the classes.”647
Despite the idealism of its framing, the majority of the essay deals with practical
observations about the business of letters. Howells notes, for instance, that authors before the
Civil War could not live upon the earnings from their writing but relied upon their other
occupations. After the war, it became possible for authors to make a living through the sale
of their work due to an increase in magazine, newspaper, and book publication.648 Howells’s
survey of the landscape of publication finds a hierarchy in which certain authors—whom he
names “literary artists”—earn both enough money to live and a form of cultural capital that
raises them above the second-class authors who might earn more money but whose
reputation does not benefit. The distinction between types of authors is based on the type of
publication through which an author reached specific audiences. Magazines published the
highest quality of literature; authors of literary quality earned their money by selling to a
magazine editor and then publishing their essays in book form, which may or may not sell.
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Authors who chose to publish a book first, or aimed for the higher pay of newspapers, tended
to produce inferior quality work that may pay financially but catered to a public with crude
taste and thus degraded the artistic quality of the work. The reward of the literary artist for
publishing in a magazine was financial and intellectual capital, defined as access to better
class of readers. Howells writes that magazine readers, “if we may judge from the quality of
literature they get, are more refined than the book readers in our community; and their taste
has no doubt been cultivated by that of the disciplined and experienced editors.”649
Howells’s personal critical habitus reorganized the relationships between popularity,
as measured by sales; fame, as an abstract literary quality; and taste, as a property of different
classes of readers. This habitus is precisely the version of American literary culture that had
earlier allowed Howells to dismiss the popularity of Josiah Gilbert Holland by divorcing the
relationship between popularity and quality. The Atlantic Monthly under Howells sought an
influential, educated readership that excused, or even trumpeted, a smaller circulation as a
sign of distinction. The popularity of books that circulated on a mass scale, in this
theoretical-cultural view, mitigated against their literary quality. It was in magazines, what
Howells calls “the regime of the great literary periodicals,” that an author would make a true
success: “Many factitious and fallacious literary reputations have been made through books,
but very few have been made through magazines, which are not only the best means of
living, but of outliving, with the author; they are both bread and fame to him.”650 Fame, as
opposed to popularity, “pays” the first-rate author longer dividends.
Here are the practical shoals upon which Howells’s idealistic ship founders, and
Twain’s example is the largest snag to be avoided. Mark Twain’s commercial success via
649
650

ibid., 432.
ibid., 433.

342

subscription publishing challenged Howells’s view of literature as only grudgingly connected
to business. Mark Twain’s success conflicted with this view, as it had conflicted with Josiah
Holland’s critical view that linked mass success with moral quality. Unlike Holland, whose
criticism throughout the 1870s sought to dismiss both Twain’s popularity and Howells’s
critical views, Howells was dedicated to his promotion of his friend Mark Twain as a part of
his canon of American literature. Several times in the essay, the counter-example of Mark
Twain’s success bubbles to the surface of the essay, such as when the distinctions between
book success and magazine fame might seem to exclude Twain. Howells at once makes
Twain an exception and reintegrates him into the rule: “ The most monumental example of
literature, at once light and good, which has first reached the public in book form is in the
different publications of Mark Twain; but Mr. Clemens has of late turned to the magazines
too, and now takes their mint mark before he passes into general circulation.”651 What
Howells does not admit here is that he was the editor who first recognized Twain as both
light and good and provided the “mint mark” of the Atlantic, first through reviews and then
through publication of his works in the magazine.
In critiquing authors who come to popularity through book publishing, Howells
makes a distinction between the cultural meaning of the two types of fiction and their
audiences. For readers of low fiction (whom he calls “the masses”), books are a type of
necessity, along with clothing, food, and shelter, but for “the classes,” fiction is not a
necessary commodity. He writes: “The sort of fiction which corresponds to the circus and
the variety theatre in the show-business seems essential to the spiritual health of the masses,
but the most cultivated of the classes can get on, from time to time, without an artistic
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novel.”652 While he wishes to align the quality author with the masses, he acknowledges that
the masses have little interest in “quality” fiction, and he cannot ultimately transcend the
hierarchical definitions he sets up.
Mark Twain again rises to the surface when Howells discusses low-quality books
published only for popularity with a mass “public” uninterested in edification. His
description of the qualities of such a book resonate with many critics’ descriptions of Twain:
if a book is vulgar enough in sentiment, and crude enough in taste, and flashy enough
in incident, or, better or worse still, if it is a bit hot in the mouth, and promises
impropriety if not indecency, there is a very fair chance of its success; I do not mean
success with a self-respecting publisher, but with the public, which does not
personally put its name to it, and is not openly smirched by it.653
Here, again, Howells uses Mark Twain as the exception to prove the rule, arguing that Twain
was the only author to succeed in this form and that almost by accident. He writes:
No book of literary quality was made to go by subscription except Mr. Clemens’s
books, and I think these went because the subscription public never knew what good
literature they were. This sort of readers, or buyers, were so used to getting
something worthless for their money, that they would not spend it for artistic fiction,
or indeed for any fiction all, except Mr. Clemens’s, which they probably supposed to
be bad.654
Howells’s assertion that the readers, or “buyers,” wanted to purchase something of poor
quality and accidentally received good literature dismissed any serious thought into what the
culture of reading of subscription books actually meant for readers—as does his
condescending note that “Mr. Clemens himself no longer offers his books to the public in that
way.”
Critics in the 1870s often focused on the negative aspects of subscription publishing.
The Literary World, a magazine devoted to news and gossip on the business of publishing,
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attacked subscription books in 1874 following Charles Dudley Warner’s decision to publish
by subscription, without mentioning Mark Twain. The article noted that subscription books
did indeed earn more pecuniary rewards for their authors, but that other considerations
mitigate against these considerations:
Subscription books are in bad odor, and cannot possibly circulate among the best
classes of readers, owing to the general and not unfounded prejudice against them as
a class.
Consequently an author of established reputation, who resorts to the
subscription plan for the sake of making more money, descends to a constituency of a
lower grade and inevitably loses caste… For this loss no money could compensate.655
Presaging Howells’s later critique, the article argues that a book should sell based on its
merit, not the “arts of importunity and trickery.” In this magazine’s critical habitus, which
represented a conventional view of trade publishers, subscription publishing was largely
ignored until it drew from “our best writers,” when it was dismissed as damaging to the
literary capital of the author, however beneficial it may be to that author’s monetary capital.
Like many magazines, The Literary World largely ignored subscription books, apart
from an occassional mention. The magazine also largely ignored Mark Twain, apart from a
few mentions of his lecturing and miscelleneous comments. Pointedly, the magazine
mentioned neither of Twain’s first two travel books. In 1871, the magazine reviewed Mark
Twain’s (Burlesque) Autobiography, which they held could only be a “money-catching
scheme” with the literary quality of a “quack medicine almanac.”656 This is precisely the
time period in which Twain had hoped to follow Josh Billings’s lead in publishing a comic
almanac, which had made his fellow humorist a significant income. The spectacle of an
author, no matter how peripheral to the literary establishment in 1871, shilling for a quick
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buck violated the rule later expressed by Howells—authors should appear uninterested in
pecuniary returns no matter how interested the author and the public were in the subject.
Notices in The Literary World and in other magazines and newspapers consistently discussed
the financial success of various books, showing a link between financial and artistic
reputation that Howells and others tried to deny.

The Gilded Age:
Act One—Puffing the Productions
The relationship between business and letters created a situation in which authors
supposedly wrote for artistic reasons, leaving market considerations to the reading public and
receiving pay in money and prestige. The Atlantic Monthly undoubtedly paid more in social
capital than any magazine in the 1870s, but its New York-based competitors, such as the
Galaxy and Scribner’s Monthly, managed to lure Atlantic contributors with higher pay of the
more fungible sort. Even William Dean Howells was fascinated with the lavish life that
subscription publishing and lecturing allowed Twain in Hartford, and their correspondence is
shot through with as much talk of business as with talk of letters. The comfortable façade of
Twain’s life in Hartford tempted Howells and other Atlantic authors to consider subscription
publishing, with Warner and Harte eventually publishing books with the American
Publishing Company, of which Twain was now part-owner. Twain’s life as a business
speculator—in books and articles, in publishing and book-making, in machines and
contraptions—placed him squarely within the cultural milieu of the era, in which the boomand-bust cycles of capitalism based on speculation and expansion were central factors of
American life. Twain’s next project took part in the cycle of financial boom, followed by a
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crash, and then a recovery. The Gilded Age encapsulated the era, satirized it, and ultimately
provided one of its most apt names.
The Gilded Age was marketed to readers through three main methods: the
subscription prospectus, newspaper announcements, and newspaper reviews. In September
1873, Bliss printed one additional layer of advertising, seeking canvassers to peddle the book
door-to-door. One ad, in The American Monthly, read:
This novelty in the way of books will draw the attention of the public more than
anything printed for years. The great popularity of the authors, and the desire to see
how two so different in style can write upon the same subject upon the same pages,
will makes its sale sure and easy. This book will be fully illustrated and will, we are
sure add to the fame of its authors, and put money in the pockets of agents.657
In trying to sell the sellers, Bliss pointed to the major selling point of the book—its novelty—
and teased its major sticking point: the contents of the novel, which were unlike anything
either author had written before.
The advertising for the novel, in the prospectus and in the newspaper campaign
leading up to publication, pitched the novel as a literary curiosity that would and should
tempt readers into discovering the results of an unprecedented experiment. Writing to Bliss
in February 1873, as he was in the process of writing the book, Twain informed his publisher
that his book of collected sketches could wait: “Can get sketches ready any time, but shall
wait awhile, as I have good hopes of finishing a book which I am working like a dog on—a
book which ought to outsell the sketches, & doubtless will. It will make a pretty lively
sensation I bet you.”658 The combination of two humorists into a novel was a speculative
investment that might boom or bust, but Mark Twain’s bet was that it would succeed, at least
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financially, and he worked with his publisher and co-author to help assure its success before
its publication.
The sales prospectus or “sales dummy” was the physical artifact that presented “Mark
Twain”—the author, celebrity, and humorist—to a public stretching across the country. The
prospectuses illustrate the goals of book buying and reading, the expanding bounds of Mark
Twain’s fame, and the shifting goals of the humorist and his product. For the 1,362 sales
prospectuses that went to canvassers, Bliss selected excerpts and illustrations from the book
and wrote (or had written) an advertising puff about the book.659 Comparing the prospectus
for The Gilded Age with that of Twain’s earlier books presents an evolving picture of the
humorist and his relation to his audience. The sales dummy for The Innocents Abroad, as
discussed in Chapter One, presented a new author to a subscription audience as a
commodity—the author of “The Most Unique and Spicy Volume in Existence”—but one
filled with both information and beautiful descriptions, as well as “with 234 BEAUTIFUL,
SPIRITED, AND APPROPRIATE DRAWINGS.” The framing of the book sought to
balance humor with information, while downplaying the threat of irreverence. Most
significantly, the second version of the prospectus included five pages of notices from the
press, selected to portray Mark Twain as a suitable humorist for a wide public consumption.
Twain’s subsequent dummies highlighted similar themes and featured a similar construction,
with a focus on illustrations over text and framed by written and visual images that illustrated
Twain’s role as a humorous author fit for one’s center table. Once Twain’s name and
reputation were more established, the prefaces were less concerned with respectability than
salability.
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The prospectus for Roughing It contained roughly 60 pages, focusing on illustrations
and the major topics of the book: Western life, mining, the Mormons, the Sandwich Islands,
and Mark Twain as a lecturer. The prospectus began with the “Prefatory” statement that
framed the relationship between the author and the reader. Written by Twain to precede both
the prospectus and the book, it began “This book is merely a personal narrative, and not a
pretentious history or a philosophical dissertation. It is a record of several years of variegated
vagabondizing, and its object is rather to help the resting reader while away and idle hour
than afflict him with metaphysics, or goad him with science.”660 In a move typical of Twain,
the preface jokingly frames his humorous discourse as different from, and more entertaining
than, seemingly serious discourses of science and philosophy. The statement frames the
relationship between humor and information differently than had the Preface of The
Innocents Abroad:
Yes, take it all around, there is quite a good deal of information in the book. I regret
this very much; but really it could not be helped: information appears to stew out of
me naturally, like the precious ottar of roses out of the otter. …Therefore, I can only
claim indulgence at the hands of the reader, not justification.
Twain burlesqued the expected connection between humor and information, which can be
read as a sign of his growing comfort with his audience and their expectations.
Confined to the end of the dummy of Roughing It, the advertising section was notable
for its lack of newspaper notices. It includes two single page advertising posters, one with an
illustration of a stage coach and one featuring the illustration of Mark Twain’s first lecture.
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As in the Innocents dummy, the illustration of Twain (figure 16 below) does not exhibit the
distinct marks of the caricature of Twain, as circulation of his image was still in its nascent
stages. Each poster links humor to information, with one noting that the reader would find
the book to contain “not only matter of an amusing character, but to be a valuable and correct
history of an intensely interesting period, with ludicrous descriptions of scenes never before
written up.” The other, in a more ornate sales style, trumpeted that the book was
“Particularly adapted to Family Reading” and “Designed to Amuse and Instruct.” As a
companion volume to The Innocents Abroad, the ad promised: “It is suited to the wants of the
old, the young, the rich, the poor, the sad, and the gay. ‘There is a time to laugh,’ and those
who buy this book, will clearly see that the time has arrived.” In a distinct sales patter closer
to Barnum’s productions than the dignified (and lengthy) justification of humor and dialect
that had prefaced James Russell Lowell’s The Biglow Papers, the prospectus sought readers
who would use the product for entertainment and is thus irreverent about the link between
literature and business that Howells and others questioned in subscription book publishing.
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Figure 16. Advertising Poster in Roughing It sales prospectus

Readers here are being sold a known product—Mark Twain. The “Publisher’s
Announcement” in the dummy frames the reader’s interest in and knowledge of Twain as
stemming from the phenomenal success of The Innocents Abroad. The personality of Mark
Twain as a travel narrator who sees the world with unique eyes sells the book, which is:
Brimful of characteristic humor, running over with smile-persuading and
laughter-forcing incidents and ideas, those who seek amusement for idle moments,
will find in this book an inexhaustible vein to work, full of the purest ore. …
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This book is a characteristic one, full of those peculiarities which have made
its author’s writings so popular, a prominent one being a cheerfulness which pervades
every line.
The repetition of “characteristic” to describe the book indicates that the reader knows what to
expect from Mark Twain’s humor, and, to reinforce the point, the notice ends by promising
that the reader would find on every page: “warmth, light, cheerfulness, and innocent mirth.”
A final page sets out the terms of sale, including promises of fine paper, beautiful and
humorous illustrations, and over 600 pages for between $3.50 and $5.00, sold by subscription
only.
The sales prospectus for The Gilded Age presented a different picture of the humorist,
partially due to the different circumstances of the book. First, The Gilded Age was the first
novel sold by subscription and, as a jointly written novel, was itself a unique production.
Second, the combination of two humorous authors, of different styles and reputations, was
both a selling point and a possible cause for concern for readers who appreciated one or the
other of the authors. The very first page of the sales dummy contained the sales pitch for the
novel as “A Literary Curiosity.” It frames the production in terms that seek to both sell and
reassure the reader:
The announcement some months since that such a book was to appear, created a
marked sensation in literary circles and called forth much comment from the press;
great expectations have been raised regarding it, and an unparalleled eagerness exists
in the minds of the people to see and read it.
The book will be found to be unique and original in all things, and while
ostensibly still a novel, will differ from books generally known as such: the peculiar
and opposite styles of its authors, being so interwoven and blended on every page, as
to produce the most charming effect. The readers of Mark Twain’s “INNOCENTS
ABROAD,” and “ROUGHING IT,” and of Warner’s “MY SUMMER GARDEN,”
and “BACK LOG STUDIES,” will find in this volume, pages, on which will seem to
be concentrated the force and humor of all those books, and its satire, although
directed against prominent persons and things, will be found not to be misplaced.
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If the book was preceded both with eagerness and a touch of anxiety, the prospective reader
is reassured that the combination of the two humorists had produced “the most charming
effect” and that the book’s satire, not entirely characteristic of any of the book’s named, will
“not be misplaced.” The prospectus addresses the move by these authors into new realms in
literary style and business venture at the very start of the sales pitch, which had to address the
fact that the book was neither “characteristic” nor was its humor entirely “cheerful.” Still,
the dummy promised something for everyone, noting that “the superficial reader will find
abundant entertainment in this volume, the careful studious one an ample supply of material
for afterthought, while the scholar will discover something upon which to exercise his
ingenuity.”
The remainder of the dummy is similar
to Mark Twain’s previous sales dummies—with
fifty pages of text interspersed with illustrations.
The material in the prospectus was almost
entirely Twain’s material, including the
description of a steamboat race, which was
widely excerpted in newspapers. Although
readers would not have known, Warner’s
material made up only four of the fifty pages. It
is unclear who made the selections, but Hamlin
Hill speculates that the material was selected to

Figure 17. Illustration from Prospectus
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highlight the voice of Mark Twain, which the publisher knew would be the selling point of
the book.661 The reader of the prospectus would understand little of the plot of the book, but
a careful reader would have learned several important plot points before their time. No
illustration of either author occurs in the book, although one illustration of a steamboat scene
would have clearly resonated.
The end of the prospectus does not contain a sales pitch, illustrated advertisement, or
other puffery of the book, but it does contain a one-page defense of subscription publishing.
Addressing the concerns that subscription books are priced much higher than comparable
trade books, the article mounts a defense by pointing out that the illustrations and paper are
of a higher quality than trade books, which can be tested by the buyer who will find that
subscription books are equal to “any book equal in weight, size, and popularity.” The notice
also defends the reputation of the canvassing agents and notes that subscription books only
end up in bookstores through fraud. The audience for this defense of subscription sales may
have been double—both the readers/buyers considering a purchase, fearful about getting
value for their money, and the agents themselves, who were afraid of competition from
bookstores. Indeed, Elisha Bliss “dumped” a large number of copies of the novel into
bookstores in December 1873 in order to capitalize on the holiday market, manufacturing a
fake title page to make it appear that the edition was pirated.662 The defense of subscription
publishing also speaks to a new class of readers who may not have encountered subscription
books before but would now wish to buy the unique production by two well-known authors.
The audience imagined for The Gilded Age was less clearly defined than it had been
for Mark Twain’s first two subscription books. As a novel, The Gilded Age was both a new
661
662

Hill, 83.
ibid., 82.

354

venture in subscription publishing and erased the “character” of Twain and Warner, each of
whom had relied on their narrative presence as the center of their humor. While the travel
books had sought to ease reader concerns about irreverence by reframing the relationship
between humor and information, the books had relied on the central narrative presence of
Mark Twain the traveler, whose “characteristic” and “unique” way of seeing things was
highly amusing, with a cheerful mirth that was sold as non-threatening.
In April 1873, as the novel progressed, Twain and Warner began a publicity
campaign for a planned fall release, although the publication was delayed until late
December. To the newly created New York Daily Graphic, Twain wrote a letter to the editor
announcing the book, claiming that Warner provided the fiction and he “hurled in the facts.”
In a fit of parodic self-puffery, Twain wrote that “I consider it one of the most astonishing
novels that ever was written. Night after night I sit up reading it over & over again and
crying.”663 He ended by asking if his letter was advertising, and if so, would the paper
charge a friend and orphan?
At the same time, Twain solicited a notice from Whitelaw Reid in his New York
Tribune, where he published occasionally and whose influence Twain had noted in worrying
over its review of Roughing It. An initial notice appeared on April 19. Written by the
humorist and political figure John Hay, the review’s tone was flippant, ending with the lines:
“It is no holiday work. It deals with every aspect of modern society, and we are authorized to
announce that the paper on which it is written cost eleven dollars.”664 Twain wrote Reid that
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by noticing the book facetiously rather than seriously, the Tribune would give the other
newspapers the wrong impression. Twain wrote:
And now you give us a notice which carries the impression to the minds of other
editors that we are people of small consequence in the literary world, & indeed only
triflers; that a novel by us is in no sense a literary event. Half the papers in America
will not see that you were meaning to say a pleasant word for us & simply chose an
unfortunate way of doing it: they will merely see that you give us a stickful of
pleasantry down in a corner—& every man of them will take his cue from you, (as
they all do) & will act accordingly.665
Twain both held Reid’s paper in high respect as setting the tone of reviews, much like the
Atlantic Monthly in the periodical world, and took offense at being publicized as a “trifler”—
a word, it will be remembered, that was highly galling when it came from Josiah Holland a
year before. Twain goes on the argue that the novel would in fact be a literary event, even
though he acknowledges that such a statement makes him sound egotistical. His ego
overflows in a half-joking invective at his friend and occasional editor. Twain notes that the
“voluntary” subscriptions to his next book are in the thousands before it is announced, that
his books continue to sell well, and that The Innocents Abroad had “entered permanently into
the literature of the country.” “These things all mean this:” Twain thundered (or possibly
whined, depending on how you read his tone), “that I have a good reliable audience in this
country—& it is the biggest one in America, too, if I do say it myself. So a novel from me
alone would be a good deal in the nature of a literary event, & the Tribune, to be just, should
have made it so I appear, I think.”666 Twain equated literary reputation with popularity and
sales without considering the other factors that determined literary-critical reputation.
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Twain’s evident concern over the course and thrust of the publicity generated by
notice of the new book is readily apparent. He consistently referenced the ability of the
Tribune to set the tone of literary discussion and to advance the prospects of the book in
terms of sales, ironically echoing the cloying speculations of Colonel Sellers in the book.
Reid responded by printing another notice, announcing for the first time in print the book’s
name and praising its authors:
It is an unusual and a courageous enterprise for two gentlemen who have already won
honorable distinction in other walks of literature, to venture upon untrodden paths
with a work so ambitious and so important as this is likely to be. In one sense there is
nothing to fear. An immense audience is already assured beforehand; and it is fair to
conclude that writers who have displayed so much wit, insight, and delicate and
fanciful observation, in former works, will not be unprovided with the equipment
which is necessary to successful fiction. The new novel will be eagerly looked for
and enormously read, and we hazard little in predicting that it will contain as much
food for thought as for laughter.667
Written by Reid himself, this notice pleased Twain, who responded that it was “bully!” and,
if the notice deceived the public, they would be deceived in “the happy direction.”668 Twain
seems to have not noticed, or ignored, the ambivalence of Reid’s notice, which raised the
question of whether the humorists could succeed in fiction and then dismissed this concern
by pointing out that it would sell either way.
The notices in the Daily Graphic and the Tribune did get literary gossip stirring. In a
letter dated April 22, Twain enclosed to Reid a notice of the book from the Springfield
Republican from that day announcing the book, which was drawn directly from the Tribune’s
reads, in part, “Their success is the success of genuineness. They smack of the soil of Hoosier Dom as
truly as the first “Biglow Papers” do of the soil of Yankeedom.” (Underlining by Twain). He always
underlines the words “ten thousand copies” and “insatiable curiosity” and noted “Lowell & Eggleston on
the same level!” SLC to Whitelaw Reid, 20 Apr 1873, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 00903), n. 8.
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00903.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp#an8>
667 New York Tribune, April 23, 1873.
668 SLC to Whitelaw Reid, 22 Apr 1873, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 00906).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL00906.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp> Reid
apparently telegraphed the notice to Twain, or the letter is misdated.
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first notice. Twain noted on the scrap: “Brief, but mighty good.” The Auburn, N.Y. Daily
News cited the Tribune in discussing the “literary Siamese twins”: “The parties are Mark
Twain and Charles Dudley Warner. The former is—well, everybody knows Twain; the latter
is the fresh, quaint, witty author of…”669 Notices appeared in papers, such as the Chicago
Tribune which recopied the New York notices, throughout the summer and fall, testifying to
the interest in the book.670
Twain and Warner’s next stage of publicity was less successful. Their aim was to
send review copies to as many as 60 leading periodicals and up to 500 newspapers, as
stipulated by the authors’ contract with The American Publishing Company.671 Twain’s
friend Edward H. House proposed reviewing the novel for the New York Tribune but was
rebuked by Reid. Twain took House’s side and wrote Warner not to have any more to do
with Reid: “He is a contemptible cur, and I want nothing more to do with him. I don’t want
the Tribune to have the book at all. Please tell Bliss not to send a copy there under any
circumstances.”672 In his impetuous manner, Twain turned his back on an influential, and
largely friendly, outlet due to a perceived slight, which turned out to be exaggerated. In the
realm of periodicals, Warner asked his friend E.C. Stedman to review the book for
669
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Scribner’s, and Twain solicited a review from William Dean Howells. Both men were
unable to write a review praising their friends’ work, so they declined. The book was not
reviewed in any of the major American literary periodicals of the day.673 While the book was
widely noticed and then reviewed by newspapers and smaller magazines, the lack of attention
by the so-called “quality” magazines might indicate a decline in the literary reputation of
both authors, as well as reflecting the difficulty that critics had in making sense of the joint
production.
It is a telling omission that Howells and the Atlantic failed to mention a novel written
by Warner and Twain, possibly Howells’s favorite new “thin” and “thick” humorists. The
book met with private critique from Howells, who wrote to Twain: “Up to the time old
Hawkins dies your novel is of the greatest promise—I read it with joy—but after that it fails
to assimilate the crude material with which it is fed, and it becomes a confirmed dyspeptic at
last. Still it is always entertaining; and it kept me up till twelve last night, though I needed
sleep. I was particularly sorry to have Sellers degenerate as he did, and none of the
characters quite fulfill their early promise.”674 He then offered to withhold his public
opinion. Howells’s response here is illustrative for two reasons: first, it shows in action the
“realistic” criteria he used to judge a book’s value (assimilation of material, character
development) that matter despite a book’s entertainment value, and second, that he was
willing to forgo his critical role in shaping the reading public in favor of his role as supporter
and friend. Howells had visited Hartford in January and March of 1873, staying with Warner
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and visiting with Twain. Howells and Twain even went so far as to have characters in their
respective books reading a book by the other.675
Here is a point at which Mark Twain’s Autobiography is illustrative of Twain’s
views, even when his relationship to the facts is not so clear. Holding the theory that all
reviews would repeat the praise or censure of the first review, Twain had solicited favorable
early reviews to set the tone for the book’s reception. In his Autobiography, Twain claimed
that he sent his books to Howells to shape critical reception:
Therefore, more than once I took the precaution of sending my book in manuscript, to
Mr. Howells, when he was editor of the “Atlantic Monthly,” so that he could prepare
a review of it at leisure. I know he would way the truth about the book—I also know
that he would find more merit than demerit in it, because I already knew that that was
the condition of the book. I allowed no copy of it to go out to the press until after Mr.
Howells’s notice of it had appeared. That book was always safe. There wasn’t a man
behind a pen in all American that had the courage to find anything in the book which
Mr. Howells had not found—there wasn’t a man behind a pen in America that had
spirit enough to say a brave and original thing about the book on his own
responsibility.676
Twain defined the trade of critic as “the most degraded of all trades,” based on the average
man’s lack of independent thought: “He is not interested in contriving an opinion of his own,
by study and reflection, but is only anxious to find out what his neighbor’s opinion is and
slavishly adopt it.”
As an example of the influence of critics, he tells the story of the reception of The
Gilded Age. He remembered that he had sent a copy of the book to Howells to review, but
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that the New York Daily Graphic, the illustrated paper in which he had first announced the
book the previous April, issued a negative review that soured the press against the novel
before Howells had a chance to review it. He claims to have given the editor an advanced
copy with the request that he wait to review the book until after the Atlantic Monthly
review.677 In Twain’s recollection, the Graphic had published a review accusing Twain of
dishonesty in his “moral attitude toward the public” and charging him with swindling the
public. The newspaper had, in Twain’s recollection, asserted that “I had used my name to
float it [The Gilded Age] and give it currency; a currency—so the critic averred—which it
could not have acquired without my name, and that this conduct was a grave fraud upon the
people.”678 Twain’s facts are skewed, but his frustration with critical power, and his anxiety
with the “currency” of his reputation, is clear. Twain ends his reminiscence with the swipe at
humorists and critics that serves as this dissertation’s epigram.

The Gilded Age:
Act Two—Satire or Fraud?
As a “literary event,” The Gilded Age was both widely publicized and the cause of
considerable critical confusion. The book inspired expectant curiosity to see the result of the
unprecedented combination of two well-known American authors. The actual publication in
December 1873, after a delay of several months, brought a product to the reading public that
seemed to meet few expectations of style, tone, and subject while inspiring opposing views of
the book’s value. Without the influence of Howells’s Atlantic or Reid’s Tribune, newspaper
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reviews varied widely in their reviews of The Gilded Age, which was more widely reviewed
than Roughing It but significantly less than The Innocents Abroad.679 Reviews largely agreed
that the book was far different than what had been expected from the two humorists, but
reviewers largely split on whether the resulting production was a valuable satire on American
life or whether it had “sold” the public a poor product.
The first reviews of the book set the split tone for the reviews that followed. In
November, Twain sent his publisher a letter indicating a number of publications and friends
to send advanced copies of the book.680 The Graphic’s review appeared on December 23, the
official release date, and did not accuse Twain of fraud, but instead noted that the book had
disappointed the high anticipation of its creation, calling it an “incoherent series of sketches”
lacking Twain’s “characteristic fun” and Warner’s subtle humor. The review speculates that
each author wrote separate parts, then edited them together, then each struck out what was
characteristic of each other’s humor, concluding “And so it has come to pass that the two
most brilliant humorists in America … have written a book in which we look almost in vain
for the traces of either’s pen.”681 The paper also hinted that the incoherence might have been
a joke on Twain’s part, a trope that appeared in later criticism.
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But this review was not the only review appearing in December 1873. Reviews in
the New York Herald and the Boston Transcript, from December 22 and 23, respectively,
both praised the satirical thrust of the book, with the Herald calling it “a clever though rude
satire upon certain customs and institutions, many of which deserve contempt and
reprobation, it will scarcely be too highly praised.”682 The Hartford Courant, of which
Warner was co-editor, reviewed the book on December 23rd, noting the main thrust of critical
contention:
Perhaps the first thing to strike the attention of the reader will be that The Gilded Age
is by no means a comic work. There is an abundance of dry humor and quiet wit, and
caustic satire, but underneath it all, and perceptible to everyone is a serious purpose,
an evident desire to hold up the mirror of truth to the eyes of a nation which greatly
needs to recognize the truth.683
Twain’s autobiographical recollection, then, was mistaken in most of its salient points,
although it demonstrates a distinct and long-lasting concern on his part about the power of
critical reviews in shaping audience reaction. In the case of The Gilded Age, this anxiety was
pronounced due to the novel’s collaborative nature, its place as the first novel by both
authors, and the financial risks it entailed.
Despite the evident ability of Mark Twain’s name to “float” a book, The Gilded Age
was a risk as a subscription book. No novel had been published by a subscription firm,
which tended to publish travel books, memoirs, and histories.684 Twain’s first two travel
books had sold exceptionally well, but a novel was not a guaranteed success. Additionally,
the book was in press when the Panic of 1873 hit in September, with the failure of Jay Cooke
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and Company and the subsequent closing of the stock market for ten days, due largely to
unregulated speculation on railroad expansion. The Panic represented the first national crisis
of industrial and financial capitalism in the United States following the consolidation and
incorporation of industry in Civil War-era America.685 The failure of railroad speculation,
along with numerous corruption scandals in the Grant administration, truly made Twain and
Warner’s novel, in the words of its subtitle, “a Tale of To-Day.” The Panic lasted until 1878,
contributing to high unemployment, the rise of labor tension, and widespread dissatisfaction
with Grant’s administration, which led to a decline of Republican power. By 1876, the
phrase “The Gilded Age” was in use as a name for the era of political corruption.686
The satire of ungrounded speculation in the book would surely have resonated with
readers, and the character of Colonel Sellers was praised by reviewers as being one of the
few life-like characters in the book. In portraying speculation, Sellers observes:
Beautiful credit! The foundation of modern society. Who shall say that this is not
the golden age of mutual trust, of unlimited reliance upon human promises? That is a
peculiar condition of society which enables a whole nation to instantly recognize
point and meaning in the familiar newspaper anecdote, which puts into the mouth of a
distinguished speculator in lands and mines this remark:—"I wasn't worth a cent two
years ago, and now I owe two millions of dollars."687
Immediately following, Colonel Seller reassures his wife, who is worried by their constant
indebtedness, by “drawing” her a map of the railroad line he was sure would make a fortune
for their town—and his own fortune—using household objects to represent the towns sure to
be along the new line. He ends with:
…and then away you go to Corruptionville, the gaudiest country for early carrots and
cauliflowers that ever—good missionary field, too. There ain't such another
685
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missionary field outside the jungles of Central Africa. And patriotic?—why they
named it after Congress itself. Oh, I warn you, my dear, there's a good time coming,
and it'll be right along before you know what you're about, too. That railroad's
fetching it. You see what it is as far as I've got, and if I had enough bottles and soap
and boot-jacks and such things to carry it along to where it joins onto the Union
Pacific, fourteen hundred miles from here, I should exhibit to you in that little
internal improvement a spectacle of inconceivable sublimity. So, don't you see?
We've got the rail road to fall back on…688
This moment of satire seems to have been
central to the authors—who used an
illustration of the scene as a frontispiece.
While Col. Sellers’s railroad is a
passage of rollicking satire, the book was
filled with passages of satire that were more
direct, less fun, and only thinly disguised
caricatures of current events. The question
of critical response focused largely on the
question of satire and the reputations of the
authors—with one major thread enjoying the
book’s satire, despite the fact that the novel
was of questionable quality as fiction
Figure 18. Frontispiece to The Gilded Age

and failed to live up to either author’s humor, and one major thread holding that the satire
was poor and that the book was a failed speculation that banked on reader’s expectations.
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Reviews that praised the book, for the most part, focused on the quality of the satire,
while judging the humor and writing to be of lesser quality. The Boston Globe, in a
Christmas day review, opined that the book was amusing but lacked the “characteristic
raciness” of both authors and was crude in artistic construction. Nevertheless, the review
praised the book’s satire, holding that “the moral taught by the book is excellent. That it is
exceedingly entertaining the mere names on the title-page are sufficient assurance.”689 The
Springfield Republican framed the issue as a critical puzzle, writing that “to apply the usual
canons of criticism to such a book would, of course, be absurd.”690 And while the story as
such did not amount to much, it was one of the best satires of current life that had been
printed. Numerous newspapers commented on the power of the satire from the early reviews
in December through March, as commentary spread.
This critical thread was summed up in a column printed in two separate San
Francisco newspapers printed in March 1874. The column is prefaced by a note claiming
that the book had experienced unprecedented sales and had been attacked by politicians and
the press. The short segments posted, on the other hand, are uniformly positive and the
reviews from religiously inclined newpspers may be the most interesting:
The satire of the book is pungent enough to have grown on a red pepper plant, and
the accuracy of aim with which it is delivered is not excelled.—[Hearth and Home,
N.Y.
A careful reading of the book from beginning to end; and [t]hat we undertook as a
duty we finished with no little zest. WE WISH SOME TRACT SOCIETY WOULD
SEE THAT IT IS WIDELY CIRCULATED AT WASHINGTON.—[Boston
Congregationalist.
The way in which this work is done is simply admirable. Better satires upon the
distinguishing features of our recent national life have never been put before the
689
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public, and done with a crispness of style that renders the work wonderfully attractive
and readable.—[Springfield, Mass, Republican.
…It is plain that the book must do good. Dickens did more than any other man to
purify English politics, and it would seem that Mark Twain and Warner have a like
mission to perform in the United States.—[Faribault, Minn., Democrat.691
Hamlin Hill points out that Twain’s publisher collected a number of these positive reviews
into an advertising broadside, presumably to help canvassers with sales and reviewers with
public sentiment.692
All the reviews here focus on the effects of the book as satire, not on the book as
humor or as a novel. While satire as a literary form “relies upon humor to expose both
human and institutional failure,” its relationship to humor is not a constant.693 In The Gilded
Age, the character of Colonel Sellers was singled out as characteristic of the exaggerative
humor of the American school. On the other hand, the satire of political corruption lacked
the humorous thrust of Sellers, and the whole of the book lacked an important element of
satire—a clear alternative or solution to what was being critiqued.694 Almost every critic
failed to notice, or at least mention, Twain and Warner’s satire of sensation fiction, instead
reading the poor plotting and hackneyed instances as poor novel writing, not as a satire
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thereof. The discussion posited a range of satirical aims and modes, which could be more
humorous or more serious, shading into cultural criticism.
The seriousness of the satire was the basis for most of the positive critical attention
received in magazines. The Unitarian magazine, Old and New, reviewed the work in March
1874, responding to those critics who found the satire too veiled or too serious. Instead, the
review argued that the satire is of a type with the deadpan humor of both men, who never
smile at their own jokes. “The result is,” the review notes, “that you see it yourself; and that
is what makes men laugh.” The satire of the book, then, is marked by the absence of both
humorists’ personalities and from their judgment of the corruption portrayed. The reader
must see the satire, and like deadpan humor, respond properly, although the result for this
satire is not a laugh, but action to “PURIFY THE SUFFRAGE.”695 Like most reviews, this
finds little literary merit in the story or characters. The weekly magazine Appleton’s wrote a
similar review, praising the satire, the humor, and even the realistic description, but faulting
the combination of the parts—like a salad poorly tossed.696 Most importantly, the review
expresses an critical statement of the underlying power of Twain’s writings and the “painful
penalty” that makes his audience look for a laugh. Thoughful people, the critic insists, are
not blind to Twain’s
quaint and peculiar originality, acuteness, we will even say genius, of this author’s
mind; to its real power and subtilty, the keenness of its observation, and its perpetual
and consistent hatred of feebleness and sham. There is always something in Mark
Twain’s writings … which makes us feel that it would do one positive good, and be a
pleasure of no ordinary kind, to hear his talk or read his works when—if such a time
ever could come—he was not funny.697
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This statement is one of the earliest versions of a trope that would counter the “buffoon
narrative” of Holland and others: the “penalty of humor” which hides or obscures Twain’s
underlying power and his genius.
The praise of the book’s “serious” satirical purpose points to the possibility that satire
could be divorced from humor and laughter. The Boston Daily Advertiser argued that the
book augered poorly for each author’s future as novelists, and that as satirists their success
was only partial. In trying to make the satire humorous, the authors had failed, and “the
dreadful realism of the satire does not consort agreeably with the humor.” Instead, the
picture was “grave and gross,” filled with “exasperating levity,” but lacking sufficient scorn
of its pictures of corruption to be corrective. The critic writes: “But there is great power here,
and it is exerted strangely. The picture drawn is revolting to the last degree.”698 The critic’s
apparent exasperation is indicative of a general confusion over the role of satire and the
relation between humor and social critique. Harking back to Twain’s metaphor of the
successful lecture, the balance between serious and humorous “plugs” inserted into the
narrative seems to have been of questionable balance, partially due to the collaborative nature
of the book, but it can also be ascribed to critical expectations of the role of humor, the
reputations of the authors, and ways that readers approached the text.
The question of whether the book’s satire was accurate, properly aimed, or
appropriate was raised in numerous reviews, as in the review from the Independent, a leading
religious newspaper that held that the book represented corruption and venality as the
realities of American life. “Unfortunately,” the reviewer notes, “the reader does not get the
698
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idea of strained and grotesque unreality which characterizes Mark Twain’s other books; but
that this is intended for a fair representation of congressional life; and he will learn from it
that it is a disgrace to be a congressman and will learn to despise his country.”699 Reader
response to the book was central to the question of interpretation. If critics thought that
readers would see the satire as corrective of social ills, then the book was largely praised as
satire, but if critics thought that the satire was too deadpan, or “serious,” then the book was
largely thought to be a failure.
Insofar as reviewers evaluated the book as satire, reviews were largely positive, with
the exceptions noted above. The negative reviews, for the most part, focused on the
reputation of the authors. The Literary World, a magazine devoted to the book trade and
publishing news, argued that the “buffoon” could not lead to reform, but saved most of its
criticism for the commercial aspects, writing: “The book has a strong savor of lucre; it was
evidently written to sell, and in the hope of gaining a liberal heap of that money, whose
worship it purports to ridicule.”700 This view was in holding with the magazine’s consistent
dislike of subscription publishing and its previous critique of Twain as too interested in
money.
The “savor of lucre” that critics discerned about the book threatened to damage the
reputation of both authors, and the reviews and reactions show that those reputations were a
form of property to be gaurded. The Literary World wondered that a man with Charles
Dudley Warner’s literary reputation would “lend his name to such cheap and feeble stuff.”
The San Francisco Daily Evening Bulletin noted that authors and publishers had as much
right to the “tricks of the trade” of publicity as patent medicine sellers in order to attract
699
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attention, and that the production clearly demonstrates the power of “Printing-house Square”
to bank on the reputations of authors, rather than the quality of work. It reads: “Literary
reputation in these days is as merchantable as any other copy-righted manufacture; suffers
damage, has its protection in law, rises and falls with the changes of fashion, may be
bequethed for the support of a family.”701 Twain, Warner, and their publisher had taken
advantage of the curious circumstances of the book to circulate the novel, which would sink
or float under its own merits (which were, according to this review, rather thin).
Twain certainly remembered the negative press and ascribed the supposed failure of
the book to the negative review of the Daily Graphic, although scholars assume that the
negative review he referred to in his autobiography was actually from the Chicago
Tribune.702 This review, more than any other, excoriated the authors for perpetrating a fraud
on the reading public by circulating inferior goods based on their reputations. If the authors
hadn’t have been well known, with a reputation for quality entertainment, then the book
would have found an audience based on its merits and would not require “severest censure”:
“when the two have condescended to trifle with their honorable reputation and with the
confidence of the public, indignation is justly excited and outspoken.” The review recites the
reputations of the authors—Warner as purveyor of “refined and delicate beauty” and Twain’s
humor as “quaint and fertile,” deserving “even a trans-Atlantic popularity.” The indignation
is palpable and repeated:
When, therefore, a book so utterly bald, so peurile, so vicious even … appears with
the signatures of Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner to give it passport among
701
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respectable readers, wrath and disgust may rightfully inspire the critic to chastise
them with mercy.
…Their names had become a sort of certificate to high character. It is a fraud
to the reading public to append them to a trashy book like the mongrel before us.
Stupidity can be forgiven, but deliberate deceit—never.703
The review also points out that book reviews could not warn customers in far-flung places
who would buy the book from a canvasser and would be defrauded by the authors without
warning .
However, this review appeared in a paper that had staunchly defended Grant, and
other negative reviews appeared in Republican-leaning papers.704 The growing scandals of
the administration, especially the exposure of the Credit Mobilier scandal the year before,
which had mixed railroad speculation and Congressional corruption, would surely have
resonated with the book’s satire. The political dimensions of the book’s interpretation adds
to the complexity of evaluating its reception by pointing out the possibility that critics (and
readers) approached the book with both literary and political prejudices in mind. As a
political satire, the book raised the fraught subject of representing American society as an
object of ridicule and correction. The majority of the reviews focus on the book on this level
of discourse, rather than as a literature or humor.
The politics of national representation were the key aspect of the international
reception of the book. In discussing the book’s merits, The Independent had included the
remark: “We should blush to see this book republished in Europe.”705 In the half year
leading up to the book’s publication, Mark Twain was in England, enjoying his status as
“Lion,” performing his lectures, and securing copyright for English and Canadian editions of
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The Gilded Age. The vogue for Twain described in the previous chapter did not translate into
either sales nor critical success of the book. Twain’s publisher, Routledge, printed only
8,500 copies in the first year, and it was not reprinted until 1877.706 Critical reception in
England was fairly consistent in damning the book as both literature and satire. The main
theme in the reviews is the point that The Gilded Age was far more critical of America than
the works of British authors who had been criticized by Americans for speaking ill of their
country. The London Graphic’s review is both illustrative and colorful:
Messrs. Twain and Warner are both American citizens, and so can hardly be
suspected of any wish wantonly to foul their own nest for the amusement of
foreigners; but we are confident that if any Englishmen had ventured on a picture of
American manners and institutions half as highly coloured, he would have at once
been loudly accused of the most rancorous spite and the grossest misinterpretation.707

Dennis Welland, in his book on Twain and England, points out that British views of humor
clearly separated humor from serious intention, with the notable exception of Dickens, and
that Mark Twain’s reputation to this point was almost wholly as a humorous author and
lecturer. Serious social satire from American authors was largely unknown in England until
the next decade.708
British criticism, and much of the American, seemed to have missed Twain’s
ostensible moral, which he spelled out in a preface to the English edition: “But I have a great
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strong faith in a noble future for my country. A vast majority of the people are
straightforward and honest; and this late state of things is stirring them to action.”709
Reviews discussed in America showed that this point was lost on English critics. In a
moment of transatlantic circulation, the Syracuse Daily Courier printed a notice in the
“Current Topics” section reporting on the negative review of the Athenaeum of London and
the “washing of so much of the dirty linen of American speculative politics in the face of the
public.”710 The Hartford Daily Courant similarly printed a European assessment of the book,
a translation of Th. Bentzon’s “L’Age Dore En Amerique” from the Revue des Deux Mondes
(i.e. “The Review of Some Two Worlds”). Here, the French critic praised Twain for showing
that the Golden Age of America had devolved into gilding covered with “plague spots and
dirt.” Coming from two Americans, this truth about America was more powerful than all the
Europeans who had similarly pointed out American faults. As a novel, it is a “coarse
daguerreotype” and a “mixture of good sense and of folly,” but Bentzon notes that one should
not expect quality from Twain but only frank and buffonish caricatures that “drown the truth
in exciting a laugh.”711 The French critic is more than happy to accept the poor picture as
portraying a truth about America’s lack of civilization.
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The Gilded Age:
Act Three—Colonel Sellers as Speculative Investment
The timing of The Gilded Age was perfect, as it was published in the midst of the
Panic of 1873, yet this same factor caused sales of the book to suffer. Healthy book sales
were necessary for the Clemens family to recoup financial losses from investing with Jay
Cooke and Company, the bank whose collapse due to railroad speculations had initiated the
Panic, which created a circle of literary satire, real financial considerations, and literary
speculation that made the success of the book keenly important. The book initially sold well,
possibly outselling Twain’s two previous travel books in the first two months, but sales faded
quickly. Twain wrote his friend Dr. John Brown, a novelist from Scotland, in February 1873
and discussed the progress of the book:
The fearful financial panic hit the book heavily, for we published in the midst of it.
But nevertheless in the 8 weeks that have now elapsed since the day we published, we
have sold 40,000 copies—which gives £3,000 royalty to be divided between the
authors. This is really the largest two-months’ sale which any American book has
ever achieved (unless one excepts the cheap edition of Uncle Tom’s Cabin). The
average price of our book is 16 shillings a copy—Uncle Tom was 2 shillings a copy.
But for the panic our sale would have been doubled, I verily believe. I do not believe
the sale will ultimately go over 100,000 copies.712
By the end of 1874, after a year in print, the American Publishing Company had printed just
over 50,000 copies, a large sale by general standards, but a distinct drop in sales after the
initial publication and canvassing. In a one year span, the book had sold 15,000 fewer copies
than Roughing It and 20,000 fewer copies than The Innocents Abroad, each of which outsold
the book yearly after this point. In 1879, when the publisher’s records end, only 56, 484
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copies of the book had been printed, the steepest drop off of Twain’s early books in terms of
continued sales year after year.713 Nevertheless, The Sun of Baltimore noted that, by March,
Twain and Warner had each received $15,000 in profits from their “racy literary work,” a
significant amount.714
Writing to Howells in 1880, Twain rehearsed the effect of reviews on the sales of the
book by claiming that he had long since forbade review copies from going to anyone but
Howells, David Gray, and Warner. He writes:
You were the three men whom I could trust to say the good thing if it could be
honestly said; or be & remain charitably silent. I am justified in being afraid of the
general press, because it killed the “Gilded Age” before you had a chance to point out
that there were merits in that book. The sale ceased almost utterly until the adverse
criticisms were forgotten—then began again, & has kept smoothly on. During the
past 12 months (to Jan. 1) it has sold a trifle over 1500 copies—not greatly behind
Innocents & Tom Sawyer, each of which sold a fraction under 2200 copies—&
hardly any behind Roughing It, which sold 1800.715
Despite some selective memory of the circumstances, Twain’s evident concern over the sale
of his works, and the damaging effects of critical approbation, highlights the importance of
critical circulation, although it is clear that it is impossible to gauge the effect of criticism on
sales. For his part, Howells was skeptical of the effect of reviews: “Advertising will not
avail, and reviewing is notoriously futile. If the book does not strike the popular fancy, or
deal with some universal interest … the drums and cymbals shall be beaten in vain.”716 This
statement may indicate Howells’s artistic romanticism, just as much as his editorial
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skepticism, reflecting his view that commercial and artistic concerns were separate—or at
least should be.
For reasons that remain unclear, the sales of The Gilded Age dropped precipitously in
the Spring of 1874, the time when the Chicago Tribune and other newspapers were debating
whether the book was indeed a fraud. In a pattern that would repeat in newspaper comments
on other controversies, such as the discussion of the Whittier Birthday dinner discussed in the
next chapter, the later newspaper comments took a perverse pleasure in mocking the failure.
An early April article in the St. Louis Democrat argued that the book was actually a hoax
played by the authors, claiming:
It utterly lacks Twain’s quaintness and Warner’s breezy freshness of style. But the
secret is out. It is confidently asserted that the “Gilded Age” is a gigantic practical
joke. It is declared that, wishing to test the credulity of the public, these two
notorious wits had the book prepared by several obscure newspaper local reporters.
…the whole story is probably a canard, but any one who, out of respect for the
alleged authors, will read the book, will feel that the account is extremely probable.717
This story could be a humorous reverberation of the Chicago Tribune’s not-so-funny
accusation of fraud, or it could be an April Fool’s Day joke on the reputation of the authors.
Little else was said about the book, although the Chicago Tribune took one more swipe at the
text in September, jokingly hoping that a reported Mark Twain impostor had written The
Gilded Age, and suggesting the real Mark Twain find the villain and pin the “monstrous
sketch” on him.718
By late Spring 1874, the boom-and-bust cycle of literary speculation had largely
consigned The Gilded Age, as a book, to a failed speculation despite the rather large sums it
had earned both authors. At the same time, Mark Twain turned his portion of the literary
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property into one of the most popular plays of the age, which would become one of the most
financially lucrative productions of his career. The stage version of The Gilded Age, renamed
Colonel Sellers soon after its run began, was a hit—it played in New York for 119 nights,
from September 1874 to January 1875. It then toured around the country, playing in
Chicago, Boston, and New Orleans, and was revived almost every year from 1876 to 1888.
The play made Twain as much as $70,000, the equivalent of 1.4 million dollars in 2009.719
Finally, and unexpectedly, there were in fact millions in Twain’s story.
In the context of the novel’s quick decline in sales, the success of the play was truly
remarkable. Howells later remembered Twain’s reaction to his nightly reports of profits,
which came in the form of a postcard from an agent whom Twain had hired to travel with the
play:
The postals used to come about dinner-time, and Clemens would read them aloud to
us in wild triumph. One hundred and fifty dollars—two hundred dollars—three
hundred dollars were the gay figures which they bore, and which he flaunted in the
air before he sat down at table, or rose from it to brandish, and then, flinging his
napkin into his chair, walked up and down to exult in.720
Howells’s desire to separate art from commerce surely would have been tested as he saw the
financial windfall Twain reaped, and the comfort it provided him in Hartford. Relatively
little scholarly attention has been paid to the role of the play in Twain’s career, possibly since
it is of questionable quality or because its monetary importance might cast a shadow on
Twain’s artistic value. Phillip Walker notes that the unexpected success of Colonel Sellers
inspired “more than twenty-five years of unsuccessful intermittent endeavor in the
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theater.”721 More exactly, the unexpected success of the play led Twain to try to replicate his
stage success with a series of failed plays: Ah Sin (co-written with Bret Harte and produced in
1877), Cap’n Simon Wheeler, The Amateur Detective (written 1877, not produced), Col.
Sellers As A Scientist (a collaboration with Howells in 1883), The American Claimant
(Twain’s revision of the previous, produced in 1887), adaptations of Tom Sawyer and The
Prince and the Pauper (not produced), and Is He Dead? (published in 2002 and produced in
2007).722
Twain and Warner had copyrighted the dramatic rights to the book in 1873, but seem
to have had no plans to dramatize the book until Twain learned of an unauthorized
production staged in San Francisco. Written by the theater critic for the San Francisco
Golden Era, the play had proven a success with the comedian John T. Raymond in the role of
Colonel Sellers. The San Francisco Figaro noted that Raymond “presented one of the best
hits of character acting ever seen. If he does not make ‘The Gilded Age’ his star piece, he
will miss the tide which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune.”723 Twain protested the
production and soon purchased the rights to the play for $200 (later giving the author $200
more).724 He also convinced Warner to relinquish dramatic rights to each other’s characters,
cutting Warner out of any profits from the play, a situation that may have lead to their falling
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out.725 Twain wanted the prominent actor Edwin Booth to play the role of Sellers, but settled
for Raymond.
As a play, Colonel Sellers was mainly a vehicle for the title character, helping to
solidify Sellers’s place as an iconic American character type. The character had been the
most highly praised character (and sometimes the only) in reviews of the novel. Twain had
based the character of Sellers on his mother’s cousin, James Lampton, and felt a lifelong
fondness for the man and the character, writing in his autobiography: “The real Sellers, as I
knew him in James Lampton, was a pathetic and beautiful spirit, a manly man, a man with a
big foolish, unselfish heart in his bosom, a man to be loved.”726 Twain viewed the
character’s mixture of humor and pathos to be key, and he feuded with Raymond over
aspects of the portrayal he found clownish. Comparing Raymond’s version of Sellers to its
model, Twain later fumed that “The real Colonel Sellers was never on the stage. Only half of
him was there. Raymond could not play the other half of him; it was above his level.”727
The half Raymond lacked was the character’s heart, and since Twain thought Raymond had
no heart, he failed to capture Twains’ vision.728
Twain’s reaction to the play may also be traced to his jealousy that Raymond
received credit for the character’s success. Twain acknowledged the play’s faults and
strengths to Howells shortly after its opening: “I believe it will go. The newspapers have
been complimentary. It is simply a Setting for the one character, Col. Sellers—as a play I
725

Greg Camfield holds that Twain and Warner drifted apart due to Warner’s discomfort with the literary
realism of Howells in the 1880s, as well as the possibility of Twain’s disapproval of Warner’s alleged
mistress, in whose house he died in 1900. The Oxford Companion to Mark Twain, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003), 640.
726 Twain, Autobiography (2010), 207.
727 ibid.
728 French, 249, n. 60. This reminiscence took place after the two men had fallen out over

business and Twain had consigned him to the permanent status of enemy.

380

guess it will not bear a critical assault in force.”729 In reviews, Raymond tended to get more
credit for the play’s success than Twain, although the play and its successes received near as
much critical attention as the book.
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The newspaper reviews from New York City are instructive, considering the play’s
debut there and that city’s prominence in American theater.731 The New York Tribune,
which had not reviewed the book due to Twain’s feud with its editor, reviewed the play,
saying that “Mark Twain’s play goes a great way to solve the problem of the possibility of
the American drama, resting not on the piles driven into the mud and slime of French
sensationalism, but founded on American society and manners. It is to a certain extent a
success.”732 The play’s success rested not on the story but on the character of Sellers and the
acting of Raymond, which “shed a bright light of humor over the whole.” The reviewer’s
conclusion highlights the general thrust of reviews, which the Tribune may have, in fact,
helped set the tone for: “Mr. Raymond has won a genuine success, and certainly Mr.
Clemens’s drama is not a failure.” Subsequent reviews noted three major points: that the
play as such was not as well constructed as it could be, that Raymond’s portrayal of Sellers
was the high point and a marked success, and that the play might auger something new for
American drama.
Twain’s hometown newspaper printed selections from the reviews in the New York
papers, most of which focused on Raymond’s success as “a valuable and unique”
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contribution to the American stage.733 The New York Times was disappointed in the piece,
apart from Raymond’s portrayal of Sellers, while the New York Herald congratulated Twain
on filling a void in the theater for dramas of American life. The New York Times, in a later
editorial, extended the praise of Twain’s contribution to the theater, despite its earlier
criticism, writing:
…“Mark Twain,” has made a long stride toward the American drama. For the first
time, we believe, truly national characteristics have been brought out on stage in high
relief, and without offensive coarseness or extravagance. …Here, then, we recognize
a truly American work. It is of native authorship, color, motive, flavor, and humor.
It is worth while that we should go out of our way, as it might appear, to speak of an
achievement that is so unusual and that deserves so well of an American public.
And after criticizing much American theater as “French nastiness” unrecognizable to
Americans, the reviewer praises Colonel Sellers (along with jury trials, newspaper “boys,”
land speculation, and southern chivalry) as “native-born …They are all national. They may
be foibles and weaknesses, but they have the too rare merit of being honest and lifelike.”734
Twain’s humor, embodied however imperfectly in his eyes through Raymond, had been
renewed or elevated to its native raciness.
This enhanced quality of The Gilded Age, transformed into Colonel Sellers, was
widely noted, including by Howells in the Atlantic Monthly. Howells dedicated the entirety
of the “Drama” section in June 1875 to the play, praising both Raymond—who takes his
place with other masters of his art as one of the “realistic actors”—and Twain, for creating

733

“Mark Twain’s New Play.” Hartford Daily Courant, September 18, 1874. Echoing these reviews, but
framing them within a previous dislike of the novel, the Chicago Tribune held that Raymond had redeemed
the “hopelessly stupid” novel through his portrayal of the character, writing that “He is said to have
contributed a very unique and valuable creation to the American stage, to have restrained the eccentricity of
the character within possible limits, and kept the audience in a continual state of boisterous merriment.”
“Mark Twain, The Playwright.” Chicago Daily Tribune, September 27, 1874.
734 Quoted in Hartford Daily Courant, September 19, 1874.

384

“character-material [that] is simple, natural, and good.”735 In his increasingly conventional
way of elevating a cultural production, Howells frames both the acting and the play as
“realistic” in their own ways. The play, he argues, is only a sketch for its characters, which is
the necessity of good “acting-plays” in a way wholly unlike good novels, a slight nod to the
failures of the book as such. But as a play, the judgment must be different:
Yet any one who should judge it from the literary standpoint, and not with an artistic
sense greater and more literary, would misjudge it. The play is true, in its broad way,
to American conditions, and is a fair and just satire upon our generally recognized
social and political corruptions.736
Extending his critical perspective to the drama, Howells focuses on the portrayal of character
as key to the realistic thrust of the play. He praises Twain and Raymond for allowing the
audience to feel “the worth of his worthlessness,” a type of pathos intermixed with the
humor, that was key to the character of Sellers. Possibly in deference to his friend, Howells
criticizes a few moments when Raymond goes beyond the author’s intention and cheapens
the character with melodrama or cheap jokes.
The continued success of Colonel Sellers, as it toured the country sending (relative)
millions back to Twain and as it was revived over the following years helped Twain recover
from the Panic of 1873, which had proven the satire of both book and play prescient, despite
the fact that Twain himself often could not resist the lure of speculative endeavors. The
financial success of the play led Twain to try to repeat his boom times as a playwright for
decades, always unsuccessfully. On another level, the play was a unique success as a
production of the American theater that, like “American Literature,” was seen as being in
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need of a uniquely American style. In a widely reprinted piece from the Cincinnati
Commercial from late 1875, a reporter noted the impact of the play: “But the book as a
novel, though eminently successful, has been fairly eclipsed by its career in dramatized from.
It has even been said by critics that our national drama consists of this single play. None
other, perhaps, smacks so thoroughly of the soil of America, the ‘Land of the free.’”737 The
success of the play also helped solidify the character of Colonel Sellers as a lasting fictional
creation of the era of speculative capital, the comic icon of the Gilded Age.

Mark Twain on other Stages
By 1874, Mark Twain had become one of the most famous men of letters and one of
the most successful in the business of letters. Up to this point, critical attention to Mark
Twain had largely been confined to reviews of his books and lectures, but in 1874 Mark
Twain began to be considered as a cultural actor in magazines, lectures, and books that
discussed humor as a phenomenon and Twain as a central player in a cultural drama (or
comedy). Three specific instances in 1874 inaugurated this trend of discussing Mark Twain’s
literary-critical reputation as central to discussions of “American humor,” the success of
which called forth articles, lectures, and books through the rest of Twain’s life. These do not
add up to a consistent picture of Mark Twain but instead provide a layered picture of the
different ways in which people were trying to make sense of Mark Twain.
As Twain’s success in subscription publishing and in adapting his first novel for the
stage have shown, the job of being a literary figure was one that included not only artistic
work but promotional and business savvy. Mark Twain possessed these skills; Bret Harte did
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not. While both Twain and Harte often spent beyond their means, Twain was able to support
his lavish life more successfully than Harte, whose financial and critical successes were
behind him, and was better able to recover when financial troubles or bankruptcy threatened.
In 1874-1875, Bret Harte performed a lecture entitled “American Humor,” in which he
discussed the history and meanings of the cultural phenomenon of humor, of which he was
viewed by many as the highest quality example. The lyceum tour was conducted under the
impetus of mounting debts that had caused him to rush a number of pieces into print for
monetary reasons.738 He was writing a novel for the American Publishing Company,
Twain’s publisher, on whom he drew for at least $3,600 in advances on his royalties. Where
Harte had received the most generous contract that the Atlantic Monthly had offered to any
writer in 1871, by 1874 he was shopping his works to the highest bidder, and Howells was so
unimpressed with one story that he only offered $150, well less than the $400 it sold for and
the $500 that Harte had requested. To Howells, Harte wrote that he wished the editor “lived
out of a literary atmosphere which seems to exclude any vision of the broader literary world
beyond,—its methods, profits and emoluments.”739 Harte never submitted to the Atlantic
again, and the role of the rising American humorist in the pages of the Atlantic Monthly was
shifted to Mark Twain.
The “American Humor” lecture came at a time when Harte’s role as a lecturer was
ending. He had gone to the lyceum stage in 1872 under the management of James Redpath
and had done well, financially and critically, with his lecture on the golden days of
California. But his pedantic lecture style and conservative dress failed to satisfy audiences
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for long. As one scholar has noted, Harte’s lectures failed because he analyzed his subjects
but failed to vivify them like Mark Twain or Joaquin Miller, who played the role of humorist
and Westerner in order to meet the expectations of the audience.740
Bret Harte was not the skilled performer that Artemus Ward or Mark Twain was, but
he too lectured on the lyceum circuit in the early 1870s. Lecturing for several seasons on
“The Argonauts of ’49: California’s Golden Age,” Harte switched in late 1874 to the topic of
“American Humor.” In this lecture, Harte argued that what was called “American Humor”
was not a “nationally distinct intellectual quality” but rather a type of “modern extravagance”
that had taken hold that was “sufficiently characteristic of our people to be called national, as
the true, genuine humor.”741 Against the tide of criticism from both sides of the Atlantic that
held that humor was a reflection of national character, Harte argued instead that humor was a
reflection of its time. So-called “American humorists” were not so much uniquely American
as they were uniquely modern. American humor was not geographically unique, but
temporally so. It was the “form or method of to-day…an epoch of curt speech, and magnetic
telegraphs and independent thought.” For Harte, the humorist was simply an observer of his
time to the degree that an English humorist transplanted to nineteenth-century America
would have become an American humorist, and an American would in turn have developed a
characteristic British humor if born in eighteenth century England.742
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In delineating the history of what is considered to be American humor, he follows the
conventional view that it had evolved from the Yankee character, but that the works of “Sam
Slick,” Washington Irving, and James Russell Lowell had not been distinctively American
because they were too exclusively regional or relied on European models.743 Instead of the
humor of the Old Southwest, which some had credited as a native American form of humor,
Harte looks to the humor of African slaves, stating “It was in the South, and among
conditions of servitude and the habits of an inferior race, that there sprang up a humor and
pathos as distinct and original, as perfect and rare as any that ever flowered under the most
beneficent circumstances of race and culture.” As largely oral humor, this tradition had been
lost he notes, except for the songs of Stephen C. Foster. But it was the second tradition of
regional humor that had come to stand for American humor. Harte spent the majority of the
speech discussing this humor and ranking the humorists who represent this tradition. While
British critics praised Artemus Ward, Harte finds “a want of purpose in him” that the British
ignored due to a habitual “condescending patronage.”744 Harte praises Orpheus C. Kerr,
Petroleum V. Nasby, Josh Billings, and the “Dansbury Newsman,” but he reserves his
highest praise for Twain, stating “Mark Twain stands alone as the most original humorist that
America has yet produced. He alone is inimitable.”745 Yet Twain is a little too much fun, in
Harte’s view, reflecting the American tendency to laugh no matter how serious or grave the
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circumstance. He notes that “laughter makes us doubly serious afterward, and we do not
want to be humorists always, turning up like a prize-fighter at each round, still smiling.”
Summing up, Harte said that he looked forward to the looming figure of the future
American humorist who would perfect the form, a critical trope that appeared on occasion in
writing on humor to highlight the flaws of current humor in light of a more perfect humor
that would combine humor and pathos into lasting American art. Harte concluded: “Perhaps
our true humorist is yet to come: when he does come he will show that a nation which laughs
so easily has still a great capacity for deep feeling, and he will, I think, be a little more
serious than our present day humorists.”746 For many critics and readers, Mark Twain is this
true American humorist, who combined laughter with deep feeling in his masterpieces of
American literature. In late 1874, this outcome was neither preordained, nor may it have
seemed very likely, as Mark Twain had produced little humor that delved into the depths of
pathos, a common criticism of his work that, like Artemus Ward’s poorly regarded
cacography, relegated Mark Twain to the status of mere humorist for most.
For many people at the time, it was Bret Harte himself who augured to become the
great American humorist of post-Civil War America. Harte was the writer whose fiction had
most captured the balance of pathos and humor that critics in America and England viewed
as characteristic of the best quality of humor—that of James Russell Lowell, not that of Mark
Twain, Artemus Ward, and the other literary comedians. But Harte, like Lowell and many
American authors before him, had a difficult time balancing the aims of literary production
with the needs of pecuniary success. While the literary marketplace had expanded following
the Civil War, it was still difficult for authors to make a living on the fruits of their literary
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production. The raft of new magazines, the opportunities of the lyceum circuit, and increased
book sales extended the circulation of American authors, but most still required jobs as
editors, publishers, or professors to support their writing. Bret Harte’s speech on American
Humor was a general failure, and Harte abandoned the lecture after five performances.
In July 1874, the first critical article dedicated to “Mark Twain” as a subject appeared
in Appleton’s Journal. The article was part biography, part critical evaluation, and part
theory of American humor. Written by George T. Ferris, who had made a reputation writing
biographies of famous figures, the article begins with a critical trope that defined humor as
coming “the nearest to being the one complete revelation” of national character. He writes:
“For humor is a direct product from the life-blood. It sucks its ingredients from each hidden
taint and essential virtue; from intellectual perversity and moral insight; from external
environment and from internal fact.”747 This true American humor had been spread
throughout the country, mostly by “a legion of quacks,” but Twain and Harte had come to be
the most pronouncedly American humorists. Lowell and Holmes, he quickly notes, might
appear national but are too cosmopolitan and “Anglo-Saxon” to be considered uniquely and
peculiarly American. Ferris takes pains to distinguish Twain’s success from that of Harte,
with Harte possessing a “subtile feeling for the truth that good and evil are facts that melt and
glide into each other imperceptibly, a recognition of which in painting life is the tap-root of
the soundest philosophy and the deepest humor.”748 Mark Twain, on the other hand, “strolls
in the open, breezy sunshine, happy-go-lucky fashion, yet with a keenness of vision that

747
748

George T. Ferris, “Mark Twain,” Appleton’s Journal, XII:276 (July 4, 1874), 15.
ibid., 16.

391

allows nothing in his horizon to escape him.”749 In an article on Twain, the author makes it
clear that it is Bret Harte who must be considered the better humorist and author.
The article then provides a detailed description of Twain’s life and progress as an
author, lecturer, and celebrity, along with an illustration of Twain (see below). Noting that
Twain “rose of a flood-tide of popularity,” Ferris provides a summary of his success:
During the five years which have elapsed since the issue of “The Innocents Abroad,”
the aggregate sale of our author’s works has reached two hundred and forty-one
thousand copies, representing money-value of nine hundred and fifty thousand
dollars. Though a large sale is by no means the only or even the best measure of
literary excellence, the above-mentioned fact is so remarkable as to be almost
unparalleled.750
While these figures are surely distorted, as sales figures of Twain’s works often were by his
publisher and by the press, Twain’s sales were clearly remarkable, and newspapers
commented on his financial successes frequently. The tension between mass popularity and
literary respectability runs throughout the article, with Ferris first praising Twain then
qualifying his praise, as when he states: “While they [Twain’s travel books] are not to be
altogether admired as intellectual workmanship, the current of humor is so genuine and fresh,
so full of rollicking and grotesque fun, that it is more than easy to overlook fault in both style
and method.”
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Figure 20. “Mark Twain” from Appleton’s Journal

Assessing the proliferation of American humorists that same year, The Phrenological
Journal of Science and Health gave a different explanation for the humor of America’s chief
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humorist, of whom they printed a group of portraits with Twain at the center:

Figure 21. “American Humorists, with Portraits”751
751
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These portraits exhibited the primary development of the humorist: “Mirthfulness is the
organ chiefly related to the appreciation and production of wit and humor, and is located two
inches above the eyebrows, at the outer part of the forehead, or at the angles formed by the
junction of the frontal and temporal regions.”752 A brief biography of each man followed,
with Mark Twain described as: “the author of “Innocents Abroad,” is a resident of Hartford,
Conn. He has been a resident of the Sandwich Islands and of California, where his “Jumping
Frog” first attracted attention to him. He married a lady with a fine estate.”

“The Busiest White Man in America”: Mark Twain as Sellers
The success of The Gilded Age as a play, much like the success of The Innocents
Abroad as a subscription book, set Mark Twain up with financial expectations for subsequent
productions that were almost uniformly disappointing in financial terms. Twain’s shift from
the Western vagabond of Roughing It to the semi-settled author of Hartford did not change
his focus on the business aspects of his career. As Hamlin Hill writes, Twain’s continued
focus on business “cluttered up his life and energy during the 1870’s and 1880’s with so
many projects for making himself a stereotype Horatio Alger that his work suffered.”753 It
might be more fitting, considering the circumstances, to compare Mark Twain to his own
creation, for in the business of letters there was no busier speculator than Mark Twain.
Unlike Colonel Sellers, some of Twain’s speculations had paid, and handsomely, but
following the unprecedented successes of his travel books and of The Gilded Age as novel
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and play, Mark Twain’s commercial success declined. Twain responded with a frenzy of
activity—plays, novels, sketches, inventions, and newspaper letters—although he resisted the
financial lure of lecturing for the next decade.
On February 25, 1874, Twain wrote his friend and confidante “Mother” Mary
Fairbanks of his activities. He was writing two books—one on England and another,
possibly Tom Sawyer, which he had begun in 1872. He had written two plays, neither of
which ever appeared. He was also revising a selection of sketches for publication. He was,
he wrote, “the busiest white man in America—& much the happiest.”754 Twain’s many
schemes—literary and otherwise—kept him in a Sellers-like whirl of spending, writing, and
speculation. In June, Twain’s second daughter, Clara, was born.
In the Fall of 1874, Twain wrote his friend John Brown, the Scottish novelist,
describing the scope of his summer’s work. He had been consumed that summer with a new
novel, writing 50 pages of manuscript per day of what would become The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer. He had reached an impasse, so had taken up one of his favorite occupations—
billiards. In two days, he wrote, he was heading to Buffalo to oversee previews of The
Gilded Age performed, although he held that he “would about as soon spend a night in the
Spanish Inquisition as sit there & be tortured with all the adverse criticisms I can contrive to
imagine the audience is indulging in.”755 Twain also mentions his self-pasting scrap-book,
although he had decided to put off production as he only wanted publicity about one
production at a time. After previews in Buffalo, the family would be in New York for five
days to buy furniture for their new house in Hartford, the eccentric mansion that was (and
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still is) a monument to Mark Twain’s grand vision. The letters goes on to describe his
octagonal study in Elmira, New York, where he had spent the summer writing, and to
describe an enclosed picture (see figure 32 in Appendix A) of the summer occupants of
Quarry Farm. Parenthetically, he notes that “Auntie Cord” is in the picture and that he had
just sent a “fragment of whose history” to a magazine, which would be “A True Story,”
Twain’s first publication in the Atlantic Monthly.
In his memoir of Twain (whom he always called Clemens), Howells recalls a visit in
1874 to Hartford that he undertook with Thomas Bailey Aldrich, a similarly situated author
and editor, and their wives. Twain bragged of the “army” of agents across the country selling
his books, with The Innocents Abroad selling along “just like the Bible.” Howells writes:
The vividest impression which Clemens gave us two ravenous young Boston authors
was of the satisfying, the surfeiting nature of subscription publication. …But he
lectured Aldrich and me on the folly of that mode of publication in the trade which
we had thought it the highest success to achieve a chance in. "Anything but
subscription publication is printing for private circulation," he maintained, and he so
won upon our greed and hope that on the way back to Boston we planned the joint
authorship of a volume adapted to subscription publication. We got a very good name
for it, as we believed, in Memorable Murders, and we never got farther with it, but by
the time we reached Boston we were rolling in wealth so deep that we could hardly
walk home in the frugal fashion by which we still thought it best to spare car fare;
carriage fare we did not dream of even in that opulence.756
Twain wrote Howells encouraging him, or Aldrich or both, to move to Nook Farm.757 To
Elisha Bliss, Twain wrote encouraging him to negotiate with Howells on a history of Venice,
in addition to the books by his friends Harte, Miller, and DeQuille: “I would like to see them
all quit the ‘trade’—still, if they prefer to stick to the ‘trade,’ nobody is much damaged but
themselves. I hope you will sell a pile of Howells’s book when it comes out—& Harte’s. The
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effect will be good.”758 Through the years, Twain would propose money-making literary
schemes to Howells, such as the play based on Colonel Sellers or a reading tour with
Howells, Aldrich, Cable, and Twain to be called a “Literary Menagerie.” Usually, Howells
resisted Clemens’s personal magnetism, and he never published by subscription, taking his
extra pay in literary prestige in his growing role as “Dean of American Letters.” Despite his
idealism, Howells was keenly focused on the business implications of literary production as a
business, which during the 1870s may have been connected with his own financial
difficulties and the declining sales of the Atlantic Monthly.
On the visit of the Howellses and the Aldriches to Nook Farm in March 1874, Mark
Twain began to enact a form of payment for Mrs. Aldrich’s cold reception of him in 1872.
After an almost magical evening of dinner and talk, Twain knocked on the room where the
Aldriches were staying. In her memoir, Lilian Aldrich recounts the story of how she listened
as Twain berated her husband for the noise they had made during the night, which had caused
Livy a great headache in the room below. “For heaven’s sake, Aldrich,” Mrs. Aldrich quotes
Twain as saying, “what are you doing? Are you emulating the Kangaroos, with hob-nails in
your shoes, or trying the jumping-frog business?”759 In their embarrassment, the couple went
down to breakfast and found Livy, who informed them that she had no headache and that her
room was in another wing of the house. Twain, looking as guileless as “a combination of
cherubim and seraphim” drawled out for Aldrich to stop talking and eat his breakfast.760
In his lifelong dislike of Mrs. Aldrich, Mark Twain took this and several other
opportunities to perform his eccentricity for the woman he came to consider a representative
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of the disapproving faction of polite New England. In his autobiographical dictations, Twain
memorialized her as:
a strange and vanity-devoured, detestable woman! I do not believe I could ever learn
to like her except on a raft at sea with no other provisions in sight. . . . I conceived an
aversion for her the first time I ever saw her, which was thirty-nine years ago, and
that aversion has remained with me ever since. She is one of those people who are
profusely affectionate, and whose demonstrations disorder your stomach. You never
believe in them; you always regard them as fictions, artificialities, with a selfish
motive back of them. Aldrich was delightful company, but we never saw a great deal
of him because we couldn’t have him by himself.761
In their dueling memoirs, Mrs. Aldrich became for Mark Twain a symbol of New England
orthodoxy, and Mark Twain became for Lilian Aldrich a symbol of the wildness of the
frontier, whose years on the Mississippi and in California “lacked the refining influence of a
different civilization.” The coarseness and profanity of his influences was only partially
mediated by the calm, almost angelic, influence of Livy, who inspired in Twain a desire for
something higher in life. But for Mrs. Aldrich, “in despite of Mr. Clemens’s desire for better
things, he was still a man untrained and unpolished; the customs of the frontier still held him
fast.”762
For Mrs. Aldrich, the physical presence of Mark Twain embodied a “nature so
untrained and undisciplined, so filled with wild and savage impulses,” which had only been
partially tamed by Livy’s angelic nature.763 On one level, this relationship was personal,
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between Sam and Lilian, Livy and “Aldrich,” between friends and relations. As Twain
entered the literary world, he got to know the personages of New England letters, although it
is unclear whether he referred to James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes as
“James” and “Wendell.” Still, as Mark Twain would later learn at the Whittier Birthday
dinner, the authors and public figures with whom he rubbed shoulders were both men and
ideas. If the line between Samuel Langhorne Clemens and “Mark Twain” had remained
more clear, it may have provided a convenient example of the distinction between private self
and public author. But such a clear line does not exist, and the line between author-as-person
and author-as-personality was not clear for Mark Twain, or William Dean Howells, or the
other literary figures Mark Twain interacted with. Samuel Clemens’s performance of “Mark
Twain” acts as a useful example of the muddied boundaries between private meanings and
public performances.
In this case, the string of interactions between Clemens and Lilian Aldrich—from
their first interaction in 1872 to the visit of 1874 to his odd outburst in Paris in 1879 for Mrs.
Aldrich and Mme. Bentzon—might be viewed as performances of the eccentricity of “Mark
Twain.” While these interactions were ostensibly private, and only became public in
memoirs much later, the semi-ritualized activities of visiting and banqueting into which Mark
Twain was being initiated into can also be examined as symbolic performances. The final
evening of the 1874 visit to Hartford is especially evocative in this light. The night made a
clear impact on Howells and Mrs. Aldrich, each of whom included it in their memoirs. For
Aldrich, the night was still as clear as if those present “lived still sentient with life and
happiness.” The group planned to drink wassail at midnight, but finding they were out of ale,
Twain donned “his historic sealskin coat and cap” and ventured into the night. Aldrich
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writes: “In an incredibly short time he reappeared, excited and hilarious, with his rapid walk
in the frosty air—very wet shoes, and no cap.” Justin Kaplan, in his biography, speculates
that Twain had sampled the whiskey at a saloon and returned “excited, hilarious, distinctly
over-heated.”764 After sending the butler to search for the cap and changing into cow-skin
slippers, with the fur on the outside, Mark Twain performed what Kaplan calls “a crowning
act of confident alienation from his guests”: he danced.
In Howells’s recollection, Twain, shorn in fur shoes, danced “a crippled colored
uncle to the joy of all beholders. Or, I must not say all, for I remember also the dismay of
Mrs. Clemens, and her low, despairing cry of, "Oh, Youth!"”765 Mrs. Aldrich remembered
the same slippers and the same dance:
…with most sober and smileless face, he twisted his angular body into all the strange
contortions known to the dancing darkies of the South. In this wise the last day of the
joyous, jubilant visit came to the close. Untroubled by the flight of time I still can
hear a soft and gentle tone, “Youth, O Youth!” for so she always called him.766
Shelley Fisher Fishkin reads this story as one instance of several in which African-American
dancing appeared in the works or life of Mark Twain, evidence of the influence of black
forms of culture on Twain.767 The pleasure of the assembled company, including Lilian
Aldrich’s apparent enjoyment of “the strange contortions known to the dancing darkies of the
South,” complicates the scene, which may not have been a performance of alienation from
genteel norms so much as a performance of a humorous personae influence by minstrel
conventions. Or it may have been a performance of displaced anxiety, in which the outsider
performed an even more excluded, although “authentic,” form of American humor—the
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humor of African Americans being one of the native forms of American humor, separate
from the bastardization of minstrel performers.
As a performance, the moment does not, and cannot, settle into a definitive
interpretation. Sources are too sparse, and the moment exists as a type of put-on whose
meaning remains evocative of a range of interpretations but too slippery to be pinned down.
In Constance Lang’s terms, this performance of Mark Twain, like many, evades an ironic
reading and plays with the comic possibilities of Mark Twain’s relationship with the polite
literary culture of New England—symbolized not only by Lilian Aldrich, but her husband, by
Howells, and by Livy, with her gentle remonstrances.
Several days later, Mark Twain mailed Mrs. Aldrich a picture (see below) with a
short note on the back:
To Mrs. T. B. Aldrich
With regards not to be expressed in their full strength because of the
overlooking eye of T. B.
Sam. L. Clemens!
Mark Twain.
Hartford, Mch. 9, 1874.768
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Figure 22. Photograph sent from Mark Twain to Lilian Aldrich769

While Mark Twain was rapidly ascending in popularity as a humorist in the late
1860s into the 1870s, not every discussion of American humor placed Twain in the center of
discussions of American humor. In the April and May 1875 Harper’s Magazine article by
Hon. S.S. Cox’s, entitled “American Humor,” Mark Twain is but one of many examples Cox
uses in the piece to demonstrate one or another types of American humor, specifically his
talent for caricature and his use of exaggeration in the vein of Artemus Ward and Bret
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Harte.770 Discussing some general philosophy of humor (especially the difference between
humor, wit, and farce) and questions of humorous temperament (are fat men really more
humorous than skinny?, for instance), Cox settles into the basic subject of his article—the
varieties and importance of national humor. American humor, he argues, might seem to
some to be burdened by the combined multitudes of the nation—a confused Babel of
laughing tongues. Instead, he argues that this greater variety of peoples is in fact source of
the “golden veins” of the nation’s humor:
It is this absorption of characteristics of every clime and time which makes our
society the most incongruous, grotesque, odd, angular, outré, and peculiar ever yet
known to history. …If the power of man consists in the multitude of his affinities, in
the fact that his life is intertwined more with his fellows of every caste, degree, and
nation—if he thus become a more complete compend of all time, with all its tastes,
affections, whims, and humors—then the American man ought to be more potent in
his individuality than any other.771
One further characteristic of American life was “Plenty,” which created rush, excitement, and
friction that Twain had so successfully caricatured in Col. Sellers.772 Cox still classes Twain
with the literary comedians, and apart from literary humorists, while praising especially his
passage on the Tomb of Adam from The Innocents Abroad: “This is the humorous sublime!
It is the lachrymosely comic magnificent!”
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Figure 23. “Mark Twain at the Tomb of Adam”773
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Chapter Six—The Stripèd Humorist:
Mark Twain makes Waves in the Atlantic’s Ocean
As William Dean Howells increasingly brought Mark Twain into the realm of the
Atlantic Monthly—both through their friendship and through published pieces in the
magazine—Mark Twain’s anxiety at his cultural position may have lessened as Howells
sought to reassure him of his newly acquired status. In 1874, as Twain was writing the series
“Old Times on the Mississippi” for the Atlantic, Howells attempted to ease Twain’s fears
about the audience he was writing for, stating in a letter “Don’t write at any supposed
Atlantic audience, but yarn it off as into my sympathetic ear.” Twain responded with a line
that reflects a sense of relief at this new professional opportunity: “It isn’t the Atlantic
audience that distresses me; for it is the only audience that I sit down before in perfect
serenity (for the simple reason that it don’t require a ‘humorist’ to paint himself stripèd &
stand on his head every fifteen minutes.)”774 The possibility of earning a living, or at least a
reputation, as a new type of humorist—one who didn’t have to curry public favor with
constant buffoonery—must have appealed to Twain.
Twain’s appreciation of the Atlantic audience not requiring him to paint himself
striped and stand on his head implies a form of imposture that the magazine allowed him to
overcome—the humorist is allowed to lay aside the jester’s clothes and write to his imagined
audience without anxiety. Unlike Twain’s earlier letter to Howells, in which he had used the
metaphor of mother worried about miscegenation to convey his anxiety, the image of Twain
as a jester allowed to shed his costume conveyed different anxieties about his role in literary
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culture. These two metaphors—the worried mother and the unpainted clown—place Twain
in different bodily positions in relation to his creations and his audience. In the first, Twain
plays the role of mother to his book, plagued by the fear that it might not meet public
approval, either through a stranger’s disapproving glance or, much more powerfully for the
time, from the taint of a disapproved (and racialized) paternity. Twain’s fear is of the low
humor paternity of the mere buffoon, one which his wife Livy most consistently expressed,
and which bound them both to Howells in gratitude for his reviews. The fact that Howells
found the book to be metaphorically “white” does not necessarily settle the issue; as with
other narratives of passing, the fear of discovery, despite white appearances, does not
disappear but remains just under the surface.
The unpainted clown, on the other hand, implies a relief from a performance and
anxiety. Freed from the audience demand for antic performance, Twain can write in “perfect
serenity” to his imagined audience of Atlantic readers. These metaphors, then, point to two
relational possibilities between Twain and the Atlantic Monthly. Twain is either the guilty
mother, hiding the possible low paternity of his creations, or the clown who would like to
shed his paint and entertain the public without buffoonish acts. These two possibilities can
be found in Howells’s reviews of Twain, which act as a testimony to the patrimony of his
humor and a defense of quality that exists behind the merely humorous ornament of Twain’s
humor. Remember that Howells had framed Artemus Ward and Petroleum V. Nasby as the
bastard children of Thackeray rather than the legitimate heirs of Lowell—a role that was
filled, based on his reviews, by Harte, Warner, and Twain.
Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation was shaped in the Atlantic Monthly partly
through the critical evaluation of his works by William Dean Howells and partly through the
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publication of his own works in the magazine. In this, Howells played a central role in
encouraging Twain to submit pieces and in providing editorial suggestions. Twain
increasingly relied on Howells’s literary opinion, both as published in the pages of the
Atlantic and in their personal friendships, which had blossomed through letters and visits
between Howells’s Boston and Twain’s Hartford. This chapter examines Mark Twain’s
increased presence in the culture of letters surrounding the Atlantic Monthly. Beginning in
1874, Howells began publishing articles by Twain in the magazine, paying at a higher rate
than for any previous author. Twain published some of his highest quality work of the
decade in the magazine, including the sketch “A True Story” and the series “Old Times on
the Mississippi.” But other pieces conveyed a barely hidden anxiety about the relationship
between the humorist and the polite culture for which he was now writing. In these years,
Mark Twain published a collection of sketches and his first novel, The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer, which Howells helped him edit and praised highly in a review as a new development
in Twain’s realistic writing.
The final two sections will examine Twain’s performances at a series of celebrations
of the Atlantic’s culture. These lavish banquets featured multi-course meals and hours of
speeches and poems and were part of a wider trend of celebratory banquets in which writers,
politicians, and other public figures praised some aspect of American culture or other in an
orgy of rhetoric and heavy food. Mark Twain gave after-dinner speeches at three of these
banquets—in an 1874 dinner celebrating the sale of the magazine, at the Whittier Birthday
dinner in 1877, and at the Holmes Breakfast in 1879. At each of these occasions, Mark
Twain gave a speech that dramatized his relationship to the idea of the literary culture being
celebrated, but, at the Whittier Birthday dinner, his speech tweaked the main sentiment of the
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evening—the reverence for Whittier and his fellow, august contributors to the Atlantic—by
telling a tall tale that featured Emerson, Longfellow, and Holmes as characters. The speech
told of an incident that took place in California twenty years earlier, when the newly minted
“Mark Twain” sought hospitality from a solitary miner by attempting to trade on his new
literary reputation. The miner groans when finding out Twain was a “littery man” and then
narrates the story of the visit the previous night by Emerson, Holmes, and Longfellow, who
had berated him with snippets of verse while eating his beans, drinking his whiskey,
threatening him with violence, and stealing his boots. Upon being informed by the narrator
(the young “Mark Twain”) that these men were impostors, the miner asks, “Ah—impostors
were they? are you?”775
The Whittier birthday speech created a locus around which the discussion of Twain’s
cultural meanings could be debated publicly. As a highly symbolic event, the Whittier
birthday dinner highlighted the rhetoric of reverence on which the Atlantic was founded and
maintained; Twain’s role as “impostor” or “jester” dramatized questions about his literary
status that Howells had been unable to argue away. While scant evidence exists to show that
these literary figures, or any of the other guests, were offended, Howells and Twain felt that
he had made a “hideous mistake”—one that haunted each of them for the remainder of their
lives. Instead of a conscious or unconscious attack on the New England literary elite, as most
critics have held, I argue that Twain’s speech, and the vociferous criticism that emanated
from certain quarters of the press after the fact, dramatizes the distinction between public
persona and private person—a distinction that is central to the case of Mark Twain. By
“trifling” with the personalities of the Atlantic greats, Twain had offended critics and readers
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who held such authors in reverence, not the actual men. This distinction between an author
and his or her literary-critical reputation helps clarify the circulation of literary reputation as
both an ideality and commodity.

“PRONOUNCED BY ALL WHO HAVE SEEN IT TO BE THE MOST HUMOROUS
AND WONDERFUL PRODUCTION OF THE AUTHOR’S PEN”: Mark Twain as
Atlantic Author
Mark Twain’s writing was so clearly connected to both humorous sketches and travel
writing that the appearance of Twain’s first piece in the Atlantic Monthly—“A True Story”—
in November 1874 caused a certain amount of personal and critical confusion.776 “A True
Story” had seemed to cause confusion for Twain, who sent it to Howells along with another
piece that he seems to have considered to be better, writing: “I enclose also a ‘True Story’
which has no humor in it. You can pay as lightly as you choose for that, if you want it, for it
is rather out of my line.”777 Twain also included a stereopticon picture taken of Twain in his
octagonal study in Elmira (see figure below). Howells, on the other hand, found the piece to
be of such interest that he rushed it into print, having it set in proof and to Twain within two
weeks, stating: “I’ve kept the True Story which I think is extremely good and touching with
the best and reallest kind of black talk in it” and “This little story delights me more and more:
I wish I had about forty of ‘em!”778 Howells later wrote that the magazine paid Twain 20
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dollars per page for the story, “a rate unexampled in our modest history,” and that this
monetary value reflected a sense of literary value:
I myself felt that we were throwing in the highest recognition of his writing as
literature, along with a sum we could ill afford; but the late Mr. Houghton, who had
then become owner and paymaster, had no such reflection to please him in the
headlong outlay. He had always believed that Mark Twain was literature, and it was
his zeal and courage which justified me in asking for more and more contributions
from him, though at a lower rate.779
Twain had attempted to publish a collection of sketches as far back as 1871, when he had
tried to contract with the publishers of the Galaxy to capitalize on the popularity of his
“Memoranda” sketches, and of comic almanacs in general, but was restrained by his contract
with the American Publishing Company.

Figure 24. “Interior of Mark Twain’s [summer] study, at quarry farm.” Mark Twain
wrote on the back: “Do you mind that attitude? It took me hours to perfect that.”780
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1960), the first quote is I:17 (Sept 8, 1874), 22-3 (UCLC
32046) and the second from I:18 (Sept 17, 1874), 24-5 (UCLC 32047). Subsequent quotes from letters
between Howells and Twain will be cited as MTHL with volume number: letter number (date), and page,
as well as UCCL attributions where available.
779 William Dean Howells, “Recollections of an Atlantic Editorship,” Atlantic Monthly 100:5 (November
1907), 601.
780 SLC to William Dean Howells, 2 Sept 1874, Elmira, N.Y. (UCCL 02473).
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To Twain’s consternation, a book of collected sketches was delayed consistently in
favor of other projects, his own and others, partially due to Twain’s own business interests in
the company. He tried to sell his friends the vision of making a good living from
subscription publishing. Howells and Aldrich declined, but the American Publishing
Company released books by Twain’s California friends Dan DeQuille (William Wright),
Joaquin Miller, and Bret Harte. By the standards of subscription publishing, these books
were a failure; DeQuille’s book sold only 2,173 copies in its initial push, and Harte’s book
sold only 3,354 in its first year.781 The preparation and promotion of these books took time
and resources away from Twain’s own books.
By the time Mark Twain’s Sketches, New and Old appeared in 1875, the market for
Twain’s sketches seemed to have dried up.782 In the years between 1871 and 1875, at least
12 pirated or authorized editions of Twain’s sketches had appeared in England. Twain added
only seven new sketches to go with 56 previously published in England and widely circulated
in America, including three sketches on England, “A True Story,” and the retranslated
Jumping Frog. At 320 pages with only 150 illustrations, the book was shorter than the
standard subscription book, and books of sketches tended to sell fewer copies than other
genres. The financial repercussions of the Panic of 1873 were still resonating as well, and the
entire book industry had yet to recover. Writing to Charles Henry Webb, Twain noted that
the sales of his first two books had dropped in 1874 due to “the prevailing business
prostration.”783 Webb had been disappointed in the subscription sales of his own collection of
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sketches, under the pseudonym “John Paul,” published by Bliss. It was, Twain wrote, “a
mighty tough year for books,” and he ended by noting he was releasing a new book into the
market, which was “a thing I could not have been hired to do during any part of the past 12
months, for it would have been a sort of deliberate literary suicide.” Ironically, Webb had
been the publisher of Mark Twain’s first book of sketches in 1867, and Twain had first sued
Webb and then paid him for the copyright of the book.
The sales dummy of Twain’s book of Sketches repeated many of the same techniques
of earlier editions, including a focus on the illustrations and a page of puffery about Twain.
Only two short sketches were included in their entirety, with the remainder being published
in part. Mark Twain appeared at the beginning as his initials on a piece of paper, surrounded
by figures presumably from the sketches or a representation of his varied audiences.
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Figure 25. Frontispiece of Sketches, New and Old (prospectus and book)784
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The advertising puffery at the end of the volume attempted to frame the sketches as the
quintessential works of the popular author:
We are happy to announce another volume by that incomparable humorist, MARK
TWAIN, which we are sure will be welcomed by the public most enthusiastically.
Unlike its predecessors this is not a connected story, yet it has all the peculiar features
which have so characterized his former works; and is made up of the very best of all
that has emanated from the pen of its popular author. Nowhere does his ready wit
and keen satire more forcibly display itself than in his sketch writings; in fact, his
richest vein of humor seems to empty itself into these. Sharp, pithy, and always to the
point, they stir up the subject discussed and the reader’s risibles at the same time.785
In essence, the salesmanship banked on the reputation of Mark Twain as a humorist. The
piece also noted that the book collected “for the first time complete in book form” many
sketches of “world wide renown.”
The salesmanship rings of a certain uncertainty, first trumpeting Twain’s humor, then
the illustrations, then the quality of the paper and the binding, and ending with a lengthy
argument about the quality of Mark Twain’s humor. Unable to link humor to information, as
with Twain’s travel books, or with novelty, as with The Gilded Age, the prospectus makes
two unique arguments about Twain’s writings that are worth quoting at length:
That the pen of our author is not a useless one is proven by the fact that his readers
are largely men and women of a highly cultivated class. Scarcely a greater favorite of
the Clergy can be named, and Lawyers, Scholars, Merchants, Mechanics, and
Farmers all read him with undisguised pleasure. While graver men are making war
upon the vices or weaknesses of a community with heavy guns and by slow
approaches, our author by a bold sally and sudden onslaught, under cover of some
ridiculous, laughable story, overwhelms the enemy and ends his career; or what is
oftener the case, his ready pen by some sharp and cutting satire arouses the public to
a sense of wrong existing in their midst, heretofore undiscerned. His most
extravagant tales have an application and a moral.
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The first argument, that Twain’s books were a favorite of the cultivated class, is hard to
classify, but was a common argument of book canvassers, who were instructed to secure the
subscriptions of prominent members of a community first (or to save room for their names at
the front of the subscription blanks) in order to impress prospective customers. One
canvassing guide, reprinted by Hamlin Hill, argues “It is a fact, philosophy, UNIVERSAL
EXPERIENCE. Society everywhere follows its leaders. The great majority of people are
afraid to trust their own unaided judgment about buying a book…”786 This view was similar
to Twain’s own view of the importance of criticism and engendering favor amongst the most
prominent editors and critics.
The second argument of the quoted passage was that Mark Twain’s works attacked
“the vices and weaknesses of a community” with a “ridiculous, laughable story” or exposed
an unexposed wrong to public scrutiny through satire. While this was a critical trope
occasionally employed to argue for a deeper meaning to Twain’s humor, in this context it
reads more like an argument meant to assuage the worries of those same community leaders
who might think that humor was of questionable taste: subscription buyers may have been
closer in aesthetic tastes and prejudices to the audiences of Josiah Holland than those of
William Dean Howells. Thus, the assertion that “His most extravagant tales have an
application and a moral,” reads more as commercial puffery than critical insight. Very few
of Twain’s sketches contained any useful application or ready moral, unless it was to be wary
of trusting what you read—a moral that the publisher and canvassers might have been wary
of selling to the cultivated classes.
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Released in September 1875, Sketches sold just over 27,000 copies in its first year,
and it had not reached the 50,000 mark by 1893, when the publisher renegotiated Twain’s
contract to avoid paying an extra 2.5% royalty on all sales.787 In the Gilded Age, such a sale
(and the royalties Twain earned thereupon) would have been regarded as a spectacular
success for most authors. For Twain, it was a financial declension that could be partially
traced to the economic depression of the mid-1870s and partially traced to the lack of critical
attention paid to the book. Following his plan, Twain sent Howells one of the first copies for
review, writing that “Have told Bliss to send my volume of Sketches to you before any one
else (it is in press now). I think it is an exceedingly handsome book.”788 Republished in
Sketches. New and Old (1875), “A True Story” is the centerpiece of the Howells’s review in
the Atlantic in which Howells claims that the story “resulted, we remember, in some
confusion of the average critical mind, when it was first published...”789 It is unclear whether
Howells is referring to a general critical confusion, of which there is no textual evidence, or
to his own confusion as an “average” critical figure. He holds that critics, viewing Mark
Twain as a humorist, were confused by the story and classified it as a humorous piece,
fearing “a lurking joke.” For Howells, the piece was something much more:
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Not above two or three notices out of hundreds recognized A True Story for what it
was, namely, a study of character as true to life itself, strong, tender, and most
movingly pathetic in its perfect fidelity to the tragic fact. We beg the reader to turn to
it again in this book. We can assure him that he has a great surprise and a strong
emotion in store for him. The rugged truth of the sketch leaves all other stories of
slave life infinitely far behind and reveals a gift in the author for the simple dramatic
report of reality which we have seen equaled in no other American writer.790
Here we have the critical inception, in the Atlantic group, of Twain not only as a realisthumorist but also as an author capable of realist works of great power. Twain’s humor,
Howells writes, “seems such plain and simple fun at first, doubling and turning upon itself till
you wonder why Mr. Clemens has ever been left out of the list of our subtile humorists.” As
with his appraisal of Lowell, Howells praises Twain’s “growing seriousness of meaning in
the apparently unmoralized drolling, which must result from the humorist’s second thought
of political and social absurdities.” The moral quality of Twain’s humor would be
increasingly important in Howells’s critical promotion of the humorist’s works as a
permanent part of the American canon that the Atlantic and Howells wished to promote.
While the review would have been the public word on Twain’s book, readers would
have not known the personal discussions behind the review. Howells sent the review to
Twain in advance, referring to it in a mocking tone as “awful rot” and asking Twain to return
his objections.791 Twain replied with gratitude; in a tone that would have undoubtedly
flattered Howells, he wrote: “Yours is the recognized critical Court of Last Resort in this
country; from its decision there is no appeal; & so, to have gained this decree of yours before
I am forty years old, I regard as a thing to be right down proud of. Mrs. Clemens says ‘Tell
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him I am just as grateful to him as I can be.’”792 While Twain’s puffing of Howells’s critical
stature reflects their jovial relationship, Livy’s gratitude at Howells’s critical reframing of
Twain reads as genuine, even through Twain’s humorous tone. He continues:
(It sounds as if she were grateful to you for heroically trampling the truth under foot
in order to praise me—but in reality it means that she is grateful to you for being bold
to utter a truth which she fully believes all competent people know, but which none
has heretofore been brave enough to utter.) You see, the thing that gravels her is that
I am so persistently glorified as a mere buffoon, as if that entirely covers my case—
which she denies with venom.793
Like Olivia Clemens, Howells saw the serious artist behind the humorist, but Howells had the
critical platform to help transform Twain’s reputation.
In the case of Sketches, New and Old, Howells was one of the few reviewers to take
notice, especially in the magazine world. Louis Budd lists only eight reviews of the book, of
which most are only brief notices, with little critical discussion. The New York Tribune
briefly noted that “‘Mark Twain’ was to be honored by a complete edition of his sketches,
new and old.”794 The Hartford Courant noted that the book “will be a better antidote for
dyspepsia than the drug store can offer.”795 As Hamlin Hill summarizes, “In this case,
Howells was not only the court of last resort; he was the only court before which Sketches
was tried.”796 This was not entirely true. The San Francisco Evening Bulletin used the book
as an occasion to discuss the relative place of humorists in America, writing:
Our country enjoys the distinction of having produced an entirely unique school of
humorists—a school of which “John Phoenix” was the founder, and Mark Twain the
present acknowledged head. We do not include in this school such men as Holmes,
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Saxe and Harte, who belong to a higher order of creative workers, in whom genius is
tempered and disciplined by art. Not does Mark Twain himself aspire to a place
among the first rank of authors.797
Still, the reviewer argues that Twain is “something more than a mere ‘funny writer,’” and his
writing contains a vein of quality that had grown stronger over time.
The success of “A True Story” led Howells and Houghton to solicit more work from
Twain, leading to the serial publication of “Old Times on the Mississippi” from January to
June 1875.798 “Old Times on the Mississippi” not only brought Twain into the company of
the literary elite in the pages of the Atlantic Monthly, it also set Twain on a new path as a
humorist.799 The first installation of the “Old Times” begins with an evocative passage that
previews some of Twain’s most enduring subjects: the imaginative days of youth—in which
the dream was to become a steamboat pilot, if not a circus performer, traveling minstrel, or
pirate—and the drowsy life of the Mississippi River town brought to booming life by the
arrival of a steamboat. This “white town drowsing in the sunshine of a summer’s morning”
set in motion the subject of his Missouri past—which would become the St. Petersburg of
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“Sketches by Mark Twain,” October 23, 1875, 1 in Budd 150.
Upon agreeing to write the pieces, Twain wrote Howells: “All right—I’ll presently sail in—but you
must be sure to mention me in the advertisements or I shall be as uppish & airish as any third-rate actor
whose name is not made loud enough in the bills.” MTHL I:24 (October 29 [1874]), 35. Howells later
wrote that Twain’s presence in the Atlantic may not have increased sales as hoped, as the pieces were
quickly plagiarized by newspapers around the country that had been sent advanced advertising copies
“Recollections of an Atlantic Authorship,” 601. It is unclear how often pieces from magazines were
reprinted in newspapers, which would both spread the influence of the writing and hurt profits. Twain and
Howells were both active in copyright privileges for much of their careers. See Siva Vaidhyanathan,
Copyrights and Copywrongs: The Rise of Intellectual Property and How It Threatens Creativity (New
York: NYU Press, 2001).
799 The 1875 volume of the Atlantic included works by established New England figures like Oliver
Wendell Holmes, Henry Longfellow, John G. Whittier, and James Russell Lowell, as well as criticism,
stories, and nonfiction by Twain’s contemporaries— notably, Henry James, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, T.S.
Perry, Hjalamar Hjorth Boyesen, Charles Dudley Warner, and, of course, William Dean Howells. Also
beginning serialization in the January issue, which was usually packed with highlights to encourage
subscription renewals, was Henry James, Jr.’s first novel, Roderick Hudson. Howells contributed a number
of pieces of criticism and fiction over the course of the year, in addition to writing some of the book
reviews that made up the “Editorial” at the end of each issue. “Old Times on the Mississippi” was
serialized from January through August 1875 in six parts (skipping the July number).
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Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn and the Dawson’s Landing of David Wilson and Roxy.800 The
first journey on the river also inspired a new identity that was key in the development of his
reputation: “I was a traveler! A word never had tasted so good in my mouth before. I had an
exultant sense of being bound for mysterious lands and distant climes which I never have felt
in so uplifting a degree since.”801
Howells did not comment publicly on “Old Times on the Mississippi,” but in letters
to Twain he complimented it as “capital—it almost made the water in our ice-pitcher muddy
as I read it.”802 Writing about his life on the Mississippi inspired Twain to new subjects and
new approaches, and he began writing Tom Sawyer in the summer of 1874. Writing without
a definite plan, Twain worked on the novel through the summer, until running into a block,
the description of which contains echoes of Howells’s criticism. He wrote to a friend:
But night before last I discovered that that day’s chapter was a failure, in conception, moral,
truth to nature & execution—enough blemishes to impair the excellence of almost any
chapter—& so, I must burn up the day’s work & do it all over again. It was plain that I had
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Mark Twain, “Old Times on the Mississippi. 1,” Atlantic Monthly, 35:207 (January 1875), 69.
ibid., 72. In addition to the importance of the themes of boyhood on the Mississippi and the
romanticism of travel, the pieces also highlights two humorous themes that weave through Twain’s work:
the sublimity of swearing, when done properly (as exemplified in the chief mate) and the romance of
storytelling, even when it turns out to be romantic humbug (as with the night watchman who turns out not
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802 MTHL, I:30 (November 23, 1874), 42-3 (UCLC 32071).
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worked myself out, pumped myself dry. So I knocked off, & went to playing billiards for a
change.803
Finishing the novel the next summer, Twain turned to Howells as critic. Twain
seemed clear on his expected audience, writing “It is not a boy’s book, at all. It will only be
read by adults. It is only written for adults.”804 He expressed a desire for the book to appear
in the pages of the Atlantic, although he was not sure it would “pay” for him or his publisher,
adding in apology: “You see I take a vile, mercenary view of things—but then my household
expenses are something almost ghastly.” Finally, Twain asked Howells to read the
manuscript of the book, stating “I don’t know any other person whose judgment I could
venture to take fully & entirely.”
Howells responded in glowing terms and encouraged Twain to treat it as a boy’s
book. By a “boy’s book,” Howells meant framing the book as being from a boy’s point of
view, rather than the adult, which would please both young and adult readers—and make it
more realistic.805 While he demurred from publishing the book serially in the Atlantic,
Howells did ask for an early review copy in order to “start the sheep jumping in the right
places.” Twain seems to have been relieved by Howells’s approval of the manuscript, and he
promised an early copy for Howells to review. He wrote: “It is glorious news that you like
Tom Sawyer so well. I mean to see to it that your review of it shall have plenty of time to
appear before the other notices. Mrs. Clemens decides with you that the book should issue as
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SLC and OLC to John Brown, 4 Sept 1874, Elmira, N.Y. (UCCL 01122). 2002, 2007.
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804 SLC to William Dean Howells, 5 July 1875, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 01247). 2002, 2007.
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a book for boys, pure & simple—& so do I. It is surely the correct idea.”806 Howells had
become friend, editor, advisor, occasional publisher, and reviewer for Twain, and the roles
overlapped with Twain’s first solo novel, as Howells read the manuscript, advised Twain on
content and publishing, and then reviewed the book in the Atlantic.
In reviewing the book, Howells made no allusion to the novel as a book for boys,
instead grouping it with Thomas Bailey Aldrich’s Story of a Bad Boy (1870), which he had
praised as a signal advancement in the American novel. 807 Twain’s realism is a matter of
his moral fidelity to the experience of boyhood in the West. The character of Tom is
portrayed “with a fidelity to circumstance which loses no charm by being realistic in the
highest degree, and which gives incomparably the best picture of life in that region as yet
known to fiction.”808 For Howells, the excellence of the character is a reflection of Twain’s
growth as a writer. He writes:
The local material and the incidents with which his career is worked up are excellent,
and throughout there is scrupulous regard for the boy’s point of view in reference to
his surroundings and himself, which shows how rapidly Mr. Clemens has grown as
an artist. We do not remember anything in which this propriety is violated, and its
preservation adds immensely to the grown-up reader’s satisfaction in the amusing and
exciting story.
The reader, whether young or old, sees a picture in this review of Mark Twain as an author
capable of “entertaining character, and of the greatest artistic sincerity,” not a mere humorist.
Praising the book’s realistic handling of its subject, Howells focused on the special nature of
the “boy-mind” and “boy-nature,” which have a reality separate from the physical world of
adults and which Twain had captured through his young characters.
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Mark Twain was both an author under contract with the American Publishing
Company and a stockholder, and he feuded with Bliss over the company’s plans to publish up
to ten books during the spring of 1876. This number included books by Warner, Harte, and
DeQuille, who Twain had brought to the company.809 The delay of the book meant that
Howells’s review would be ineffective in setting the tone for reviews. Twain apparently got
his promotion machine running too early, as the book was mentioned as being in print by the
Chicago Tribune and the Hartford Tribune in April and newspapers began printing
excerpts—of the whitewashing scene and “The Beetle, The Boy, and the Dog”—in late June,
and the fence scene was reprinted more than a dozen times before the American
publication.810 By June, Twain was demanding of the Board of Directors that the firm reduce
its size so as to focus on its main form of profit-making: “Mark Twain.” He wrote:
I have a selfish interest at stake. Tom Sawyer is a new line of writing for me, & I
would like to have every possible advantage in favor of that venture. When it issues, I
809

See Hill, 112-7 for details on the run up to publication of Tom Sawyer.
“Literary Notes,” Chicago Tribune, April 15, 1876. “Mark Twain’s “Tom Sawyer,”” Hartford Courant,
April 25, 1876. The Courant states that the delay was due to copyright issues in England. In a letter to
William Dean Howells, Twain notes that he planted the story in the Courant to explain the delay, which he
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(SLC to William Dean Howells, 26 Apr 1876, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 02501).
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would like it to have a clear field, & the whole energies of the company put upon it;
& not only this, but I would like the canvassers to distinctly understand that no new
book would issue till Tom Sawyer had run 6, or even 9 months. In that case I think
we should all be better off.811
Delays pushed the book to fall, with the prospectuses ready on November 14, and the first
copies in early December.812
Howells’s review of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer appeared in the May 1876 issue
of the magazine. The release of the English version was undertaken by Twain’s friend
Moncure Conway, who reviewed the book in the London Examiner and the Cincinnati
Commercial in June 1876.813 Conway’s review noted that the book made it difficult to
classify Twain as only an “American humorist,” in light of his descriptive skills and a depth
of meaning. Adopting a Howellsian view of Twain’s writing, Conway argues that “Without
being pathetic he is sympathetic, and there is also an innate refinement in his genius felt in
every subject it selects and in his treatment of it.” Of his skill in fiction, the review notes that
“everything is alive, and every face physiognomical,” and claims it is impossible to pick a
passage to convey the spirit of “a novel so replete with good things, and one so full of
significance, as it brings before us what we can feel is the real spirit of home life in the far
West.”814 Although this reviewer was not impartial, as friend and agent of Twain, the review
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SLC to the Board of Directors of the American Publishing Co., 24 June 1876, Elmira, N.Y. (UCCL
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812 Hill, 120.
813 By July 17 the book was advertised for sale in India, listed third in a list, after The Atonement of Leam
Dundes, by Mrs. E. Lynn Linton and Gabriel Conroy, by Harte. The Times of India, July 17, 1876.
814 Moncure Conway, Unsigned review. London Examiner, June 17, 1876. Quoted in Frederick
Anderson, Mark Twain: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge and K. Paul, 1971), 62-4. Hamlin Hill
notes that the Boston Transcript quoted from the review in late April, as did a pirated Canadian edition,
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was published anonymously, causing it to circulate as a critical contribution advancing
Twain’s reputation.
The early rush of publicity from Howells and Conway was also less influential than it
may have been if properly timed, although there is more evidence of the circulation of
excerpts and reviews than Hill cites.815 American sales, which numbered just over 23,000 in
the first year, and the book made Twain much less money than his travel books.816 Sales
were hurt by a pirated Canadian version, taken from the British edition printed in June, which
flooded much of the marketplace for Twain’s book in America with 75 cent and one dollar
versions.817 Twain and his publisher attempted to thwart the Canadian pirates, with the
Hartford Courant noting in December that the American Publishing Company had seized
illegal copies of Twain’s book, along with Warner’s and Harte’s.818 Commercially, the book

travelers. The letter writer defends Twain by arguing that “no one ever visited the Old World with a soul
more open to impressions of the highest enjoyment than the man so easily alive to the humors of every
situation.”
815 ibid.,117-9. Hill writes that the reviews of the publication were “almost negligible,” citing only the
New York Times review and several excerpts. Electronic search techniques make it possible to search
more extensively than previously possible.
816 Hill estimates that Twain made $58,000 from The Innocents Abroad and Roughing It but only $15,000
from Sketches and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by 1879 (121). The Canadian piracy was more incentive
for Twain to support international copyright protection, a cause in which he proposed to circulate a petition
first signed by Longfellow and Lowell, and then Howells, Whittier, and Holmes—“men whom the country
cannot venture to laugh at.” SLC to William Dean Howells, 18 Sept 1875, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 02493).
2002, 2007.
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL02493.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
MTHL I:90, 99-101.
817 Hill, 117.
818 “Trespass on Copyrighted Books,” December 12, 1876. As late as 1879, Twain initiated a lawsuit
against a Canadian publisher for smuggling copies of Tom Sawyer into the country, asking for $11,000 in
damages. Hartford Courant, April 29, 1879. See also: SLC to Moncure D. Conway, 2 Nov 1876, Hartford,
Conn. (UCCL 01386).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL01386.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
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also did poorly in England, with only 4,000 copies printed in the first year, making him
approximately $813.819
British reviews of the book show an improvement of Twain’s reputation in England.
The mass-circulation papers, such as The Graphic, The Penny Illustrated, and The Pall Mall
Gazette, praised the book as an entertaining read, largely focusing on a plot review.820 More
respectable periodicals, as was often the case, grappled with the meanings and appreciation
of Mark Twain’s humor. The London Times framed the book in terms of class and the ability
to appreciate entertaining drollery. After a lengthy review of the book, the unsigned critic
states:
But we should say that a perusal of Tom Sawyer is as fair a test as one could suggest
of anybody’s appreciation of the humorous. The drollery is often grotesque and
extravagant, and there is at least as much in the queer Americanizing of the language
as in the ideas it expresses. Practical people who pride themselves on strong common
sense will have no patience with such vulgar trifling. But those who are alive to the
pleasure of relaxing from serious thought and grave occupation will catch themselves
smiling over every page and exploding outright over some of the choicer passages.821
An unsigned review in the Athenaeum notes that the book escapes the normal literary milieu
of Mark Twain: the railway-station, where he is associated with a “library” of Artemus Ward,
sporting newspapers, “the Racing Calendar, and Diseases of Dogs,” along with ads for
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Brown & Polson’s Corn Flour and other commercial products. The reviewer states that the
book was not read in a rail-way station, yet the reviewer laughed anyway, which is a
compliment that can be read as a class-based assessment. Twain’s humor had improved and
“is not always uproarious, but it is always genuine and sometimes almost pathetic, and it is
only now and then that the heartiness of a laugh is spoilt by one of those pieces of selfconsciousness which are common blots on Mark Twain’s other books.” The reviewer also
notes the presence of “slang words and racy expressions,” but excuses most of them as
natural to the book’s subject.822 These reviews rehearse major critical themes of Mark
Twain’s reputation: the emerging genius, the entertaining drollerist, the care-banishing
humorist, and the low-class entertainer possibly worthy of attention.
Attempting to ease the concerns of customers who might not be sure of buying
another novel from Mark Twain, the sales prospectus for The Adventures of Tom Sawyer
featured a variety of scenes from the book, along with a large number of illustrations,
including the first illustrations of Tom and Huck (see figures 33 and 34 in Appendix A). The
advertising material was confined to the end of the book. One page was dedicated to short
snippets from the London reviews from the Examiner and the Athenaeum, as well as a blurb
from the Daily Enquirer of Cincinnati and a lengthy excerpt from the review in the Atlantic
Monthly.823 On the following page, the advertising copy trumpeted the success of the book,
claiming: “PRONOUNCED BY ALL WHO HAVE SEEN IT TO BE THE MOST
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HUMOROUS AND WONDERFUL PRODUCTION OF THE AUTHOR’S PEN.” The
subtext of the advertisement seems to be the goal of reassuring readers that this was, in fact, a
MARK TWAIN book worth buying. The genius of the author is vouched for by “the burst of
enthusiastic praise with which the publication of “TOM SAWYER” in England, has been
received.” It continues:
No words have seemed too strong to express the pleasure felt at this fresh exhibition
of the author’s powers, exerted in a direction least expected. In entering the new field
here introduced, Mr. Clemens by no means abandons his old style of writing, as will
be realized at once in the perusal of the book. From the beginning to the end, the
pages of “TOM SAWYER” are replete with lively sallies, humorous ideas, and
scathing hits.
The vaguely defensive tone may reflect the difficulty in selling a novel via subscription, and
one half the size of most subscription books, to the public who purchased such books—even
if it was by Mark Twain. The Gilded Age, Sketches. New and Old, and Tom Sawyer were
experiments in subscription publishing, and their relative failures signified a decline in
Twain’s business prospects, even if its critical success in the Atlantic Monthly and in England
augured new possibilities for his fiction critically.
Tom Sawyer was not reviewed as widely as Twain’s previous books upon its
American publication in December 1873, although the publisher sent the book to major
periodicals for review. The review in the Hartford Courant points out that excerpts from the
book had seen a wide circulation in America since the book’s publication in England. This
review echoes many of the points Howells had made in his earlier review, arguing that the
book represented an advance for “Mr. Clemens”—“an advance we mean as a piece of literary
work, careful in finish, and thought out more maturely.”824 Noting a “spark of genius,” the
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reviewer heaps high praise on Twain’s humor, his style, and his use of language, claiming
that “there is no one writing to day who has a finer intuitive sense of the right word in the
right place.” At one point, the reviewers’ praise directly echoes Howells’s in the discussion
of the universality of “boy nature” and its “local coloring.” Even if the reviewer was not
directly influenced by Howells’s review, the tone of the praise reflects the influence of
Howells’s promotion of Twain as an author.
Having successfully written a novel that Howells could review without reservation,
Twain fully entered the Atlantic’s culture of letters. Twain would publish eleven pieces in
the Atlantic while Howells was editor, ranging from powerful satires of morality (“The Facts
Concerning the Recent Carnival of Crime” June 1876) to burlesques of sentimental literature
(“About Magnanimous-Incident Literature” May 1878). And while this ascension of Twain
into the realm of belles lettres may have seemed settled to the readers of the magazine,
Howells’s promotion of Twain was not accepted without question in the Atlantic’s circle of
contributors. But Mark Twain was one to always question the terms and meanings of his
successes and failures. In his first article to be published after the successful run of the “Old
Times” series, Twain wrote an extended comic sketch on the hypnotic, yet meaningless,
power of humorous writing to infect one’s mind like a virus. Entitled “A Literary
Nightmare” (February 1876), Twain’s piece starts with a verse of poetry:

Book,” Boston Globe, December 29, 1876. The review acknowledges its source. The New York Tribune
did not review the book. The New York Times reviewed the book as a children’s story and found the book
to contain too much “ugly realism” for children, as well as faulting the book for encouraging children to
become pirates, an all-too-common fault of recent books for children according to the reviewer (January
13, 1877, in Anderson 69-71). The book was also reviewed in the San Francisco Chronicle (January 7,
1877) and the San Francisco Daily Evening Bulletin (January 20, 1877), which noted: “Whatever Mark
Twain writes is pretty sure of an eager popular recognition. And it is due to him to say that he finds his
readers and admirers among all classes here and in England. His humor has that eclectic quality that makes
itself appreciated alike by the tutored and untutored, by the refined and course natured; for it appeals to the
instinctive love of the ludicrous and the exaggerated, which dwells in all human souls.”

430

“Conductor, when you receive a fare,
Punch in the presence of the passenjare!
A blue trip slip for an eight-cent fare,
A buff trip slip for a six-cent fare,
A pink trip slip for a three-cent fare,
Punch in the presence of the passenjare
CHORUS
Punch, brothers punch with care!
Punch in the presence of the passenjare!”825
These lines, the narrator “Mark” writes, “took instant and entire possession of me.” For days,
the only thing in his mind are the lines of verse—they keep him from his work, wreck his
sleep, and turn him into a raving lunatic singing “punch brothers punch…” After several days
of torture, he sets out on a walk with his friend, a Rev. Mr. ------- (presumably his good
friend Rev. Joe Twichell). After hours of silence, the Reverend asks the narrator what the
trouble is, and Mark tells him the story, teaching him the lines of the jingle. Instantly, the
narrator puts the verse out of his mind. The Reverend, on the other hand, has “got it” now.
Several days later, the Reverend returns—drawn, weak, and pale—and tells the story of his
inability to shed the “nightmare,” even when performing a funeral service for a dear friend.
The words of homily fell into the rhythm of the jingle so that by the end “the entire
assemblage were placidly bobbing their heads in solemn unison, mourners, undertaker, and
all.”826
In order to save his friend from the asylum, the narrator takes the Reverend to a local
university to teach the jingle to the “poor, unthinking students,” with a sad result he refuses to
detail. Then, addressing the reader, the narrator explains why he wrote the article: “It was for
a worthy, even a noble, purpose. It was to warn you, reader, if you should come across those
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merciless rhymes, to avoid them—avoid them as you would a pestilence.” Of course, that
warning comes too late. We have already been exposed to the nonsense jingle and will be
repeating it in our heads until we can figure out how to dislodge it (and if it is not in your
head, I warn you don’t go back now to see how something so silly could get lodged therein…
the jingle still works.)827
On the surface, the sketch is rather light and entertaining, if effective at its joke of
infecting the reader with its jocular jingle. Still, coming when it does in Twain’s career and
in the pages of the Atlantic Monthly, the story seems to contain a seed of both cultural
awareness of the influence of humor and of Mark Twain’s anxiety with the place of such
humor in the august realm of American high culture. If the mere jingle of entertaining words
can infect not only the novelist but the minister, then the role of the popular entertainment
that the poem represents can be seen as a danger to both the literary and religious realms of
culture, where many viewed their role as protectors of cultural values. The roots of New
England’s literary culture certainly sunk into a soil that linked reform to Christian values and
viewed the author’s function in moral terms. And while Howells had made steps to move the
Atlantic’s vision of American literature beyond the magazine’s ethical focus, many of the
major contributors and, presumably, many of the readers still linked literature with social
reform, often in religious terms.
The ability of an ephemeral scrap of popular culture to infect the interconnected
realms of literary and religious culture represented a danger to the serious moral purpose of
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the very magazine that Twain was writing for. Mark Twain’s mock serious purpose, to warn
readers to avoid the very poem to which he had just exposed them, comments on his own
position as a humorist. In order to fulfill the moral function of the humorist, Twain warned
them against the infection of the merely humorous entertainment that had flooded popular
culture, of which Mark Twain was seen as a primary example. Twain’s warning could be
read as a defense, although highly ironic, of his own moral purpose, and his subsequent piece
in the Atlantic—“The Facts Concerning the Recent Carnival of Crime” (June 1876)—is still
read as one of his key explorations of morality. On the other hand, one could read “A
Literary Nightmare” as a statement of anxiety over the perceived disruptive or anarchic
power of nonsense—in which the merely fun overtakes the serious realms of cultural
meaning.
Twain’s other contribution to the Atlantic in 1876—“The Canvasser’s Tale”—tells of
the relentless onslaught of door-to-door salesmen selling useless products, specifically a
canvasser with a collection of echoes (who is, literally, selling sound) who won’t take no for
an answer. The narrator, despite threats of violence, ends up with two “double-barreled”
echoes and an echo that only speaks German. While on the surface, the tale is a light satire
on the consumer culture inundating Americans on their very doorsteps (of which Twain’s
own army of subscription book salesmen were a part), the piece seems to be equally a joke
about the ability of the mass culture to sell anything—even something that does not exist.
These burlesques of nonsense point to an alternate reading of Twain’s presence in the literary
culture of the Atlantic—one in which his acceptance by Howells is taken by critics and
authors that the realm of serious, artistic culture that the Atlantic Monthly promoted had been
lowered by the presence of a mere buffoon.
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Remember the Dinner-Bell:
The Anxiety of Reverence in Mark Twain’s After-Dinner Speeches
Mark Twain continued to appear on the pages of the Atlantic Monthly as a contributor
through the mid-1870s, in shorter sketches and travel narratives, such as “Some Rambling
Notes of an Idle Excursion,” a four-part account of his trip to Bermuda with Joseph Twichell.
The final installation of this piece appeared in the January 1878 issue, the same time as the
publisher of the magazine held a lavish banquet to celebrate the magazine and its
contributors. While the anxieties about Twain’s inclusion in the Atlantic’s canon can be
seen, however implicitly, in the ways that Howells framed his critical readings of Twain’s
books, and more keenly in Twain’s private responses and some of his periodical pieces, they
exploded into public view in an after-dinner speech he performed for a grand banquet given
by the publisher of the Atlantic Monthly on December 17, 1877 to celebrate both the 20th
anniversary of the magazine and the 70th birthday of one of the grandfathers of the
magazine—John Greenleaf Whittier. The “Whittier Birthday Speech,” as it came to be
known, has become a key scholarly touchstone in discussing Mark Twain’s relationships to
literary culture, that of Boston and more generally, and his role as a humorist in a culture of
letters that held certain ideas and authors in reverence.
In an age of celebratory banquets, Twain was one of the most famous after-dinner
speakers in America. Twain had been elevated to the role of star of the celebratory banquet
during his trips to England, where his name brought storms of applause for “the lion of
London” and his successful speeches, especially his toast “To Woman,” were reprinted in
England and in the United States. To the cultural historian T.J. Jackson Lears, the banquet is
a preeminent symbol of American culture:
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Affluent Americans devoured heavy meals at huge banquets. They accepted the
congratulations of after dinner orators. The speaker announced the marriage of
material and spiritual progress. His audience nodded approval. There was no limit to
American abundance. There was no impediment to the partnership of Protestantism
and science. The audience applauded. They rose stiffly to leave. It was an age of
confidence.828
In order to understand the culture of America in this period, Lears argues, it is necessary to
“listen … to what was being said at the banquets.”829 At such dinners, guests would dine
sumptuously, sometimes drink spirits, smoke fine cigars, and listen to tributes that took part
in the larger cultural ritual of banquets celebrating some aspect of culture or another. As part
of these quasi-religious celebratory banquets, the humorist was in a tricky position. Tasked
with lightening the mood and entertaining the crowd, the humorist had to make fun of the
evening’s subject without making fun of the sentiment of the evening, in a negative sense.
Wit aimed at oneself or one’s position, or a burlesque of the verbose rhetoric of such
occasions, were common, usually framed by praise for the evening’s main figure or
sentiment. Satire, which separated the humorist from his subject by deflating rhetoric or
mocking the target, was more likely to cause offense. In order to understand Mark Twain’s
Whittier Birthday speech, it is necessary to examine the symbolic and rhetorical context in
which it was delivered.
The Whittier Birthday Dinner was not Mark Twain’s introduction to celebratory
banquets, to dining with the Atlantic greats, or to flirting with the line between humorous
tribute and possible offense in his speeches. In December 1874, Howells implored Twain to
come to “meet Emerson, Aldrich, and all ‘those boys’” at a banquet held to celebrate the
January issue of the Atlantic Monthly and the purchase of the magazine by Houghton &
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Co.830 Twenty-eight guests were present, including Howells, Aldrich, Whipple, Holmes,
Longfellow, James, and T.S. Perry, while many notables sent letters of regret, the reading of
which was part of the ceremony of the evening. The presence of a reporter for the New York
Evening Post made the event a semi-public ritual.831
While the Atlantic had been founded over a dinner of notables, and many a meal had
been eaten in its name, this banquet marked an institutionalization of the occasion by the new
publisher. The evening celebrated the Atlantic Monthly as an institution, dramatizing its
habitus and the centrality of its pages and its contributors in shaping American literature and
culture. This sentiment may have been best expressed in the occasional poem Oliver
Wendell Holmes penned for the event, which began by joking about the terrors of being
called upon to memorialize such an occasion and ended with, “a hope that the magazine
would help humanize the world and that people would worship the true and the pure and the
beautiful”:
And preying no longer as tiger and vulture do,
All read the Atlantic, as persons of culture do.832
According to one newspaper report, “the brotherhood of authorship cemented at the early
dinners has been renewed in a new generation, and its fruits promise to be broad and
lasting.”833
Mark Twain’s presence at this “Dinner on Parnassus” reflected his new presence in
the magazine, which was marked by the first installment of “Old Times on the Mississippi”
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in the January 1875 issue, which joined the initial chapter of Henry James’s first novel and
works by Longfellow, Holmes, Aldrich, and Bayard Taylor. Writing for the New York
Tribune, Louise Chandler Moulton wrote that the January issue was of the highest quality
and that the magazine’s “uniform standard of excellence is higher than that of any of the
English monthlies.”834 Of Mark Twain’s contribution, she wrote that it was “in the best vein
of the best of American humorists,” and she quotes approvingly of Twain’s description of his
ambition to be a steamboatman—a passage that was printed at length in the New York Times
and other newspapers.835
Twain gave two speeches at the Atlantic banquet in December 1874. These were not
preserved, but newspaper reports give a sense of his speech in response to the toast: “The
President of the United States, and the Women who write for The Atlantic,” which the New
York Tribune referred to as an “inimitable and utterly reportable speech.”836 In the style of
Artemus Ward, Twain claimed that he could talk for weeks on the two proposed subjects but
instead wandered among unrelated subjects. Twain told a story of trying to pass himself as a
poet when “sailing on the blue Mediterranean.” None of his fellow passengers believed him,
and he wagered that he could get a poem (forwarded by cable from Gibraltar) published in
the Atlantic, which resulted in Twain arriving home with only $3 in his pocket. In a story told
together, Twain and James R. Osgood joked that Twain knew cards better than poetry and
that it was not safe to play cards—with Mark Twain.837
Twain’s introduction to the Atlantic social circle through the ritualized banquet saw
no public reaction to his joking in the presence of giants. Howells had a grand time sitting
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near Clemens, Aldrich, and James, and he talked with Aldrich and Twain until late at
night.838 Twain’s presence, and the laughter his speeches seem to have inspired, caused no
waves in the Atlantic’s surface, public or private. Even the end of Twain’s speech, which
jokingly tweaked the relationship between author and publisher, seems to have been taken in
good cheer:
He then passed to other matters, and alluding to the dinner, confessed that he had had
doubts, when first asked, as to whether he had better come to a publishers’ dinner.
But he was agreeably surprised: he found that the publishers treated their contributors
as if they were persons whom they really wanted to conciliate. He had had a nice
dinner. [Laughter.] He was willing to call it a good dinner. [More laughter.] An
admirable dinner! It was as good as he should have got at home.839
Even if the final nub tweaked the vanity of the publishers by indicating that their lavish faire
was as good as his usual, Twain’s speeches fulfilled their function as humor fit to the
occasion.
By all accounts, the Whittier Birthday Banquet three years later was as convivial as
the previous occasion, although it was both larger and freighted with more symbolic
meaning. Instead of celebrating the Atlantic and its contributors in general, the banquet
celebrated the 70th birthday of John Greenleaf Whittier and the 20th anniversary of the
magazine. The banquet was an elaborate occasion—gastronomically, rhetorically,
symbolically. The majority of consistent contributors to the Atlantic, with important
exceptions, were invited to the Hotel Brunswick in Boston for an extravagant, multi-course
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meal starting with Oysters on Shell and featuring numerous courses intermingled with wine,
smoking, and talk. The Boston Daily Advertiser rhapsodized the next day that “the company
was without doubt the most notable that has ever been seen to this country within four walls”
and claimed that “if a painter could have caught for his canvas the picture presented when the
hosts and guests were all seated, the scene would, as reality, have rivaled the imaginary one
of Shakespeare and his friends.”840 The assembled company was of impressive stature. At
the head table sat Charles Dudley Warner, Howells, Holmes, H.O. Houghton, publisher of
the Atlantic, Whittier, Emerson, and Longfellow. Approximately 50 guests, mostly past or
present contributors to the magazine, lined two tables stretching away from the head table.
The main notables missing were Lowell, who was the U.S. Minister to Spain at the time,
James T. Fields, who was on a lecture tour, and all the female contributors to the magazine,
who were not invited to dinner, but were allowed to join the party for the speeches.
In a separate article, the Daily Advertiser made clear the public symbolism of the
evening lay not only in the honor paid to Whittier but to the fact that Whittier represented the
central place of the Atlantic in the American national mind: “Mr. Whittier’s peculiar place in
our literature is what we take this Boston magazine to hold,—an exponent of the New
England idea, provincial, so far as local color and the choice of home and homely topics go;
national, in a catholic spirit and a fervid patriotism.”841 The central cultural role of the
Atlantic Monthly—“to represent the highest elements of pure literature, and that distinctly
American”—made the evening more than a dinner to a public that held the poet and
magazine in high esteem. “There is,” the article claims “probably, no man in this country,
excepting, perhaps, Mr. Longfellow, whose name is so widely known as Mr. Whittier’s, and
840
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who has an established and honored place in so many families.”842 Whittier’s reputation was
wide enough and strong enough for the publishers of the magazine to offer a life-size portrait
of the “beloved and honored Quaker poet,” as an inducement to subscribers. Paying a fourdollar annual subscription, the Atlantic reader could purchase a portrait of Whittier (or
Longfellow or Bryant) for only $1.00 and receive, at no additional charge, the November and
December numbers from 1877. This offer was published, as an ad or an article, in locales
ranging from The Weekly Arizona Miner of Prescott, AZ to the Macon Telegraph and
Register of Georgia to The American Socialist of Oneida, New York, testifying to the wide
reach of the Atlantic, its contributors, and the reputation of both.
The night’s speeches followed a similar pattern, with one notable exception— Mark
Twain. Each speech contained a paean to the great Quaker poet and a discussion of the
importance of the Atlantic to American letters and culture. Henry Nash Smith points out that
the key word for the evening was “reverence” and argues that Twain’s mistake was a failure
to pay proper respect as perceived by some listeners and later readers.843 Smith cites the
letter of regret sent by Josiah Holland as evidence of the tone of reverence that permeated the
night. Holland argued that reverence for high art represented a boon to American life:
I wonder if these old poets of ours—Mr. Dana, Mr. Bryant, Mr. Emerson, Mr.
Longfellow and Mr. Whittier—appreciate the benefit they confer upon their fellowcitizens by simply consenting to live among them as old men? Do they know how
they help to save the American nation from the total wreck and destruction of the
sentiment of reverence? Why, if they will only live and move and have their being
among us, from seventy years of age to a hundred, and consent to be loved and
venerated and worshipped and petted, they will be the most useful men we have in
the development of the better elements of the American character.844
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The praise of the poet (specifically Whittier, but also more generally) and of the culture of
letters found in Boston (especially in the Atlantic Monthly) run through almost all the
speeches. The poets being praised that night were certainly, in Smith’s phrase, “custodians
of culture,” but we must be careful of viewing that culture as a “monolithic Brahmin culture,”
as Smith defines it.845 From a close view, the “Brahmin” culture of Boston and its
surroundings were not unified socially, politically, or even intellectually, a fact that had been
represented in the Atlantic for its two decades.
While reverence was certainly the keynote of the evening, especially in the comments
regarding Whittier, not enough attention has been paid to the presence of humor in certain
speeches. For instance, Houghton opened the speechmaking by praising Whittier and then
the goals and contributors of his magazine, stating:
We are glad to welcome here tonight those who, in the vigor of manhood, were its
founders and constant contributors, and who still give it the influence of their great
names and well-earned reputation, as well as the matured product of a genius
enriched by a lifetime of labor. May the day be far distant when we shall lose the
light of their example, or miss their genial presence! We also welcome here tonight
the younger contributors, who are pressing on, with no unequal steps, to scale those
loftier heights of fame and usefulness, which the vastly broadening area of human
thought and endeavor makes possible.846
Houghton places the Atlantic in its assumed cultural position, as “exponent of the Highest
American culture in literature,” as well as in art, science, and politics. But his speech was not
confined to this reverent praise, but ended with an extended, presumably humorous defense
of publishers against literary men as a class. Houghton’s joke relied on the conceit that
books had been, and still were in many locations, mainly sold in drug stores, so that
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pills and poetry, essences and essays, drugs and dramas, were disbursed over the
same counter and by the same hands. In the process of natural selection it was
perhaps logical that a decoction of poetry should be followed by a purgative of pills.
The publisher of the first collected edition of the works of our revered poet was also
the vender of Brandreth pills. He made a fortune, and I leave you to infer whether it
was from the pills or the poetry.
There is no indication in the record whether the assembled authors found the joke funny or
not.
Mr. Whittier, a shy man who had only decided to attend at the last moment, spoke
briefly and had Longfellow read a poem he had written for the occasion. Howells, as
toastmaster for the night, followed, starting off with a somewhat labored joke equating afterdinner speeches with Aztec sacrifices and exempting from “extorted eloquence” any man
who so chose, especially those planning reprisals on the person or work of Howells.
Following the hearty but subdued praise of Whittier, Howells launched into an extended
description of the place of the Atlantic Monthly in American letters, which is worth quoting at
length:
For twenty years it has represented, and may be almost said to have embodied,
American letters. With scarcely an exception every name known in our literature has
won fame from its pages, or has added lustre to them, and an intellectual movement,
full of a generous life and of a high ideal, finds its record there in vastly greater
measure than in any or all other places. Its career is not only distinguished among
American periodicals, but upon the whole is unique. It would not be possible, I think,
to point to any other publication of its sort which so long retained the allegiance of its
great founders, and has added so constantly so many names of growing repute to its
list of writers. …All young writers are eager to ally their names with the great
memories and presences on its roll of fame; its stamp gives a new contributor
immediate currency; it introduces him into the best public, the best company, the
company of those Boston authors who first inspired it with the life so vigorous yet. It
was not given us all to be born in Boston, but when we find ourselves in the Atlantic
we all seem to suffer a sea-change, and aesthetic renaissance; a livelier literary
conscience stirs in us; we have its fame at heart; we must do our best for Maga's
name as well as for our own hope; we are naturalized Bostonians in the finest and
highest sense. With greater reverence and affection than we can express, we younger
and youngest writers for the Atlantic regard the early contributors whom we are so

442

proud and glad to meet here, and it is with a peculiar sense of my own unworthiness
that I salute them, and join the publishers in welcoming them to this board.847
Howells’s reverence is clearly directed toward the magazine, its elder luminaries, its
Bostonian center, and its role in conferring literary and cultural status on younger writers
who join its culture, however unworthy they may feel. It was truly, to use an earlier phrase
of Howells, “the company of the best.” With Howells, as with Houghton and other guest
who would speak later, the keynote of reverence was modulated with a humorous note of
self-deprecation, often as a joke about not being worthy (or wanting) to speak about such
lofty subjects.848
Howells introduced Twain, making it clear that he was, indeed, a humorist while at
the same time framing the purpose of humor for this occasion. Twain, he stated, was
a humorist, whose name is known wherever our tongue is spoken, and who has
perhaps, done more kindness to our race, lifted from it more crushing care, rescued it
from more gloom, and banished from it more wretchedness than all professional
philanthropists that have live[d]; a humorist who never makes you blush to have
enjoyed his joke; whose generous wit has no meanness in it, whose fun is never at the
cost of anything honestly high or good, but comes from the soundest of hearts and the
clearest of heads.
This statement has two points of interest. First, it applies a modified version of the Atlantic’s
social utility—the artistic uplift of American culture—to humor. Here, humor functions to
lift gloom and banish wretchedness through light entertainment. This aim reflects Howells’s
propensity toward avoiding conflict, which would have been a fitting aim for humor in the
reverential context of after-dinner speaking. Second, Howells frames the ethical dimension
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of Twain’s humor, as he had in book reviews, as being nothing to blush at and never being
aimed at what was high or good.
It is in light of the symbolic and rhetorical expectations of the evening’s proceedings
that Twain’s speech can be better understood as both a rhetorical event and a cultural symbol.
Clearly, Twain’s speech, no matter its reception by the assembled crowd, violated the key
rhetorical expectations of the night. Twain did not praise, or even mention, Whittier or the
Atlantic, and the humor was only ambivalently self-deprecating, opening up the interpretation
that Twain was, in fact, making fun at the expense of the very living, breathing embodiments
of the good and high seated at the front of the banquet hall.
The crux of the speech and its reception is whether the humor was aimed at the
figures named in the speech—Emerson, Longfellow, and Holmes—or at Twain himself.
Without the ritual invocation of the evening’s purpose, Twain’s speech lacks a reverent
framing, instead dropping right into colloquial language:
Mr. Chairman—This is an occasion peculiarly meet for the digging up of pleasant
reminiscences concerning literary folk; therefore I will drop lightly into history
myself. Standing here on the Atlantic & contemplating certain of its biggest literary
billows, I am reminded of a thing which happened to me fifteen years ago, when I
had just succeeded in stirring up a little Nevadian literary ocean-puddle myself,
whose spume-flakes were beginning to blow thinly California-wards.849
Resolving to test the merit of his nom de plume, he continues, “Mark Twain” stopped at a
miner’s cabin for hospitality. The sullen miner sighs that he is going to have to move, since
Twain is the fourth “littery man” to visit in the last day. The narrative voice then shifts to the
miner’s story, as he narrates the story of a visit of “Emerson,” “Holmes,” and “Longfellow.”
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It would have been clear to the assembled company that the littery men described were not
the men sitting at the head of the table, as the physical descriptions given by the miner in no
way matched the literary greats. Nevertheless, the miner does not suspect the men, even as
they drunkenly berate him with lines of their poetry. For instance, after dinner the miner sets
out a jug of whiskey for his guests, to which Holmes “yells” a line from one of his poems:

“Flash out a stream of blood-red wine!—
For I would drink to other days.”850
Saying that he “didn’t want to sass such famous littery people,” the miner tells “Mr. Holmes”
that he will drink whiskey or nothing. The men then move on to cards, fighting, and arguing,
including an argument over which poet has the best poem, in which they each claim poems
by other singers (Whittier, Lowell, and Bryant). Upon leaving, the littery men steal the
tormented miner’s boots. The miner ends his narrative with the line: “As I said, Mr. Twain,
you are the fourth in twenty-four hours—and I’m going to move; I ain’t suited to a littery
atmosphere.”
At this point, “Mark Twain” comes back into the narrative to inform the miner of his
mistake: “ ‘Why my dear sir, these were not the gracious singers to whom we & the world
pay loving reverence & homage: these were imposters.’ The miner investigated me with a
calm eye for awhile, then said he, ‘Ah—imposters, were they? are you?’” Twain ended the
speech with a further caveat, excusing himself from exaggerating any details since “I believe
it is the first time I have ever deflected from perpendicular fact on an occasion like this.”
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Rhetorically, the humor of Twain’s speech is based on a comparison of the history of
the “literary billows” of the Atlantic with the “ocean-puddle” of Nevada. The miner knows
the nom de plume’s of the authors, but does not know enough to know that his reverence is
misplaced by allowing these miscreants to abuse his trust. Their use of the poets’ words for
base purposes inverts the rhetoric of the evening that held that the poems, indeed, the very
presence of the old poets, as Holland had argued, was a boon to the cultural life of America.
The end of the story attempts to correct the inversion of high and low by returning the poets
to “loving reverence & homage” and the putative trio to the status of con men, which the
auditors would have known all along, but the sentiment is destabilized by the necessary
punch line—the miner’s question of “imposters were they? are you?”
While the speech lacks a certain amount of reverence, in the conventional manner of
praising Whittier and the Atlantic authors, it does exhibit an odd form of reverence in which
the Western miner alone in the California wilds would attempt to perform all duties he
perceived to be owed to the famous “littery men.” Indeed, he goes so far as to decide to
move, since he is not “suited to a littery atmosphere.” The biggest question about Mark
Twain’s speech was not whether it was funny or not, but whether it was suited to the “littery
atmosphere” in which it was presented. The most important aspect of the speech is the
reactions to it—at the time, in the newspaper reports, and for Mark Twain and William Dean
Howells. While apparently not causing offense to its subjects or auditors, newspaper debates
questioned the appropriateness of the speech and, by extension, Mark Twain’s presence in
the company of the Atlantic.
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A Connecticut Yankee in the Atlantic’s Court:
Responses to the Whittier Birthday Speech
Mark Twain’s speech at the Whittier Birthday banquet was, perhaps, very funny—to
them that like such things; but what will the historian of American literature a
hundred years from now make of it, when he shall dig it out of the rubbish of musty
newspapers?
--The Advance, 12:539 (January 3, 1879), 11.
For Twain and Howells, the speech functioned as a focal point for anxiety about
Twain’s inclusion in a canon of American letters. Each wrote about the event at various
points throughout their lives. In these histories, the event took on a sense of “mythological
truth,” to use Henry Nash Smith’s phrase, that eclipsed large portions of the factual truth of
the event. In turn, Twain’s first biographer and a generation of subsequent scholars accepted
the mythic version of events without looking at the details. Henry Nash Smith’s “That
Hideous Mistake of Poor Clemens’s,” published in 1955, revised the historiographical
understanding of the event by showing that Howells’s and Twain’s memory varied from the
reports of the evening.851 The immediate reports of the evening showed no failure of the
speech and reported the evening proceeded until late in the evening. Negative reactions to
the speech certainly occurred, but they were largely located in two main areas: the mind of
Twain and Howells and later newspaper reports of the event, mainly published outside of
Boston.
In this light, the reactions to the speech might be better understood as a highly
symbolic instance of larger literary trends that the authors in attendance were facing: the
fragmentation and expansion of the literary marketplace, including the declining centrality of
the Atlantic Monthly; the continued popularity and sales of “lesser” forms of literature,
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including the writings of the humorists; and the generational transformation from the New
England greats to a largely undefined literary future. Both Twain and Howells, in their own
ways and in linked ways, were central to the cultural conversation about these issues. The
responses to Twain’s speech demonstrate the view of a significant group of people who
questioned Howells’s arguments for the inclusion of Mark Twain in the company of Atlantic
authors. The Chicago Tribune summarized one major thread of criticism by stating: “Boston
does not take it kindly, and is as cold as its sharpest winter day, because of the irreverence of
the mad wag. Even a King’s jester should know when it will do to shake his cap and bells in
the royal presence.”852
The rhetoric of reverence that underwrote the evening’s symbolism was linked to an
anxiety of authorship that went beyond the question of Twain’s inclusion in the canon to
larger issues of cultural production and meaning. The Atlantic Monthly and its associated
authors viewed the role of the magazine and the literary culture it attempted to represent in
terms of a cultural mission that went far beyond aesthetic questions. The sentiment of
reverence, as the work of Josiah Holland in Scribner’s Magazine most clearly represents,
envisioned a moral purpose to art that would guide the nation toward a fulfillment of its
ideals. Twain’s presence on the lecture stage, in the Atlantic, and at the Whittier Dinner
challenged those who promoted the sentiment of reverence, which was undergoing an
intensification during this period as certain cultural actors attempted to “sacralize” certain
areas and forms of cultural production in the face of a growing mass culture who were in
need of uplift.

852

Chicago Tribune, December 26, 1877. Quoted in Smith, 157-8.

448

Most scholars in writing about this event have focused on the personal dramas of the
evening, possibly spurred on by the mythic memories of Twain and Howells. As James
Caron has argued, many of the scholarly readings of the event focus on the personal
dimensions of Samuel Clemens’s authorial identity rather than the drama at the “symbolic
cultural level.”853 It was at this symbolic level, rather than at the personal level of the
assembled men of letters, that the speech caused offense, but only to groups or individuals
who had some investment in the ideality—namely, the press, Howells, and Twain. Scholars
have spent much time discussing Twain’s motivations for the speech, most often in terms of a
more or less conscious aggression towards belles lettres. I find the evidence for these
arguments to be thin and inconclusive, given to a speculation that assigns motives as
projections of one’s own definitions of Twain’s role as a humorist. Instead, I will focus on
the underexplored evidence of the reactions to the speech and how they framed the culture of
letters of the Atlantic.
In his book “Littery Man,” Richard Lowery argues that Twain’s speech represents an
ongoing negotiation of Twain, and his audience, to new developments of authorship. He
writes: “The result is neither an affirmation of reverent distinction nor an oppositional
critique of it, but rather a narrative of posture and imposture generated by parody and held
together by humor. What emerges is not so much an expression of cultural conflict as a tale
that lays claims to being the site of that struggle.”854 In other words, Twain’s speech
unintentionally dramatized the cultural conflicts contained in the event, without resolving or
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denying them. And while Lowry focuses this drama on the idea of “authorship” in intriguing
ways, the cultural conflicts of the evening apply equally to the distinction between humorous
irreverence and reverent Culture that was central to understanding the shifting role of the
humorist in the Gilded Age.
Bernard DeVoto, in his foundational work of Twain criticism, Mark Twain’s America
(1932), saw the speech as “a distillation of essences” of Twain’s relationship to the literary
culture of New England. 855 For DeVoto, New England was the “village,” a genteel province
sheltered from the vastness of the frontier and controlled by “refined womanhood… by
means of the tyranny of congealment, the righteousness of offended purity.” With a fine flair
for flattening entire social orders into tropes, as was allowed in DeVoto’s era, he summarized
the villagers in this way: “They were children of an immense provincialism, immutably
virginal. They had studied, they had traveled, they had philosophized—wrapped forever in
the swaddlings of Yankee morality.” Mark Twain entered the village of New England as an
outsider—the embodiment of the Frontier, who “spoke more directly of the bastards of the
devil,” who had seen men die, and whose “very hair and mustache announced anarchy.”856
Although the village tried to accept him, there was, he concluded, “no possibility that he
could be welcomed.”857 The Whittier Birthday speech symbolized the clash of civilizations
that Twain’s intrusion into the village represented, a frontier world in which reverence for
great figures was not automatic. In short, DeVoto summarized that “The village, in simple
fact, witnessed blasphemy.”858
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DeVoto thus frames Mark Twain in terms of a clash between New England
civilization and frontier irreverence—directly stating: “He was, that is, a savage.”859 And
this savagery was expressed as a lack of reverence for key aspects of New England culture:
He was anarchy. He had derided a culture which these people venerated: he had even
derided the veneration… He had guffawed at reverend traditions. He had denounced
picturesqueness as poverty. He had mocked simple faith as superstition. He had laid
hands of violation on literary and artistic traditions toward which these people had
yearned from childhood. …The years brought a succession of plain statements from
the backwoods pen. These were as distressing as his more personal incapacity for
reverence.860
Moreover, Twain’s “blasphemy” stemmed from his “unretouched” characters, who offended
the village, which preferred to see humanity “through the pink mist of allegory.” Apart from
the arguments about Twain’s place in a modern canon, which DeVoto’s work is key, this
flattening of Twain’s attack on “the village” (i.e. Boston) demonstrates one of the major
thematic approaches to the Whittier Birthday speech: a psychological and cultural
interpretation that sees Twain as an outsider whose speech attacks, or at least confronts, the
almost religious reverence of New England toward its own literary icons.
And while this reading is intriguing in its evocative images, it is largely based on a
reading of the mythical resonances of the event, not on the existing evidence. There is no
evidence that Twain meant his speech as an attack on New England literary culture, whether
consciously or unconsciously, apart from circumstantial and textual readings that hint that
Twain must have known he what he was doing. Twain’s reaction, on the other hand, shows a
keen horror on his part on his own failure of reverence. The psychological insight into Twain
and Howells and their relations with literary culture that the event contains, which is in very
fact the reason the event has so much resonance in Twain scholarship and literary history,
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must remain a matter of speculation informed by a close reading of the rhetorical and
historical contexts of the evening.
Twain’s speech seems to have caused little or no offense to the men and women
assembled to fete Whittier and the Atlantic Monthly. Henry Nash Smith reports combing
through the papers and letters of a large number of attendees and finding only one hint of
consternation.861 Smith also found an interesting regional split between the Boston papers,
which reported nothing amiss about Twain’s speech, and papers outside of Boston, many of
which took offense at the speech. The Boston Globe of December 18, for instance, printed
Twain’s speech with the gloss: “This eccentric story was told in Mr. Clemens's characteristic
drawling, stammering way, and produced the most violent bursts of hilarity. Mr. Emerson
seemed a little puzzled about it, but Mr. Longfellow laughed and shook, and Mr. Whittier
seemed to enjoy it keenly.” The Boston Evening Transcript acknowledged some difference
of opinion regarding the taste of the speech, but stated: “There was no mistaking the hearty
fun elicited by the droll attitude in which these literary lights were represented. They
appreciated the joke, as will the public who read, and laugh while they read.”862
In fact, the slight controversy over Twain’s speech was accompanied by two more
immediate outrages: a letter from the Women’s Christian Temperance Union protesting wine
being served at a dinner for a well-known teetotaler and protests at the exclusion of women
from the event as full participants.863 The New Orleans Times Picayune complained that the
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Atlantic had degraded Whittier to “a circus of himself” by using the occasion and the portrait
as advertising for the magazine and printed Twain’s speech under the heading “Mark
Twain’s Funny Speech. How the Hartford Humorist Stirred Them Up At the Whittier
Dinner.”864
Twain had certainly stirred something up. Interestingly, the Whittier dinner and its
aftermath were not a subject of discussion in the quality magazines of the era, with no
mention made at all in the Atlantic. The newspaper response to the event, on the other hand,
was extensive, testifying to the importance of both Whittier and the Atlantic Monthly as
cultural symbols. As noted above, the immediate reaction of the Boston press framed
Twain’s speech as a humorous highlight, reprinting it in whole while only briefly mentioning
Charles Dudley Warner’s own humorous contribution. Other papers, in New England and
further afield, reported the Whittier banquet in general, positive terms. Twain’s speech was
described as “in a characteristic vein” and “one of his most humorous of speeches,” and the
speech was reprinted, often as a stand-alone piece, in numerous papers.865 As Henry Nash
Smith points out, the news reaction had both temporal and regional aspects. The reactions
can be classed in four rough categories: silence; value free or positive descriptions of the
evening and Twain’s speech, largely stemming from immediate reports in Boston; negative
reactions to Twain’s speech, largely originating later outside of Boston; and jocular reactions
to the incident, mostly occurring after Twain’s apology in mid-January 1878.
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Many newspapers either did not report on the event, or reported on the evening in
straightforward ways, either ignoring Twain’s speech or listing him as a speaker without
expounding on his speech. Many papers commented neutrally or positively on the speech,
ignoring any controversy or, possibly, unaware of a possible controversy. The Boston
Evening Transcript, which had originally praised the speech as “hearty fun,” reconsidered it
the next day, stating “The general verdict seems to be that Mark Twain's speech, though witty
and well worked-up, was in bad taste and entirely out of place. As one critic puts it, ‘if the
three gentlemen named in his remarks had been entertained in New York, and a speaker had
said what Twain did, Boston would have felt insulted.’”866
The bulk of the criticism of the speech originated from outside of Boston and seems
to have spread from New England to the Midwest to the West Coast as newspapers reprinted
editorial comments or weighed in with their own. The most immediate negative reaction to
the speech was from the December 18th Worcester Gazette, which opined:
Mark Twain made a speech at the Atlantic dinner, last night, which was in bad taste.
We refer to it, because Mark's sense of propriety needs development, and it is not his
first offence. …. It was, of course, meant to be a piece of incongruous absurdity, and
although the idea was not at all original, it might have seemed funny in some circles,
when told with Mark's drawl, but men who have attained the years and fame of
Longfellow and Emerson are entitled to some degree of respect amongst a company
of their friends. The offence is easier to feel than describe, but it is one which if
repeated would cost Mark Twain his place among the contributors to the Atlantic
Monthly, where indeed his appearance was in the beginning considered an
innovation.867
The Cincinnati Commercial, in an article reprinted in the Boston Globe and the San
Francisco Daily Evening Bulletin, lectured Twain on his “offense against good taste.” Twain,
the paper argued, should have known better and the “instincts of a gentleman” should have
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kept him from his coarse character sketch. Twain had failed to understand the type of quaint
humor the night required and thus needed a harsh lesson on humor and propriety:
Wit has been defined as the faculty of discovering new and surprising meanings in
words and things and bringing them into such relations as excite to mirth. Mr. Twain
may have postulated his speech on the definition, and thought that by bringing these
poets and philosophers, whose lives have been passed amid books …and in refined
society into intimate relations with whisky, cards, bowie knives and larceny, he was
doing an irresistible funny thing, that would set the table in a roar and wrinkle a
continent with laughter. It was a mistake, however.868
The failure, in other words, was in not understanding the “taste” required of the evening.
The Springfield (Mass.) Republican was also highly critical, publishing two articles
and an unsigned letter to the editor excoriating the humorist as “vulgar.” The letter to the
editor, echoing the attitudes of Josiah Holland who had been the assistant editor and part
owner of the Springfield Republican from the 1840s to the mid-60s, decried the words of
“Mark Twain” intruding into a reverent scene, which is described in detail, beginning:
“Imagine the scene, the really brilliant company, bright in the best sense of that suggestive
word. … Fit combination of events, the celebration of the progress of a life, which has had
for its object the making of to-morrow better than today; and the speeding of an enterprise,
which having passed its teens, looks forward to an earnest, ever broadening life.”869 This
attitude toward Whittier and the Atlantic are extended, in this letter, to each of the authors
Twain spoke about in similar effusions of reverent rhetoric. The author’s attack on Twain is
so rich in cultural meaning that it is worth quoting at length:
Into this China shop bursts a wild Californian bull. True gentlemen bear insult in
silence, and let such things dash on to their own destruction. But there is food for
868
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reflection in the incident. The songs, literature, the wit and humor of a land tell tales,
and when a bright and clever man, who does possess genuine humor, and has really
discovered a new and curious vein, instead of fitting it into something that will amuse
and relax the mind, without polluting it, finds his greatest glory in embellishing with
his gift the low, poor, weak parts of nature, and dressing in the garb of bar-room
habitués the men who stand at the other end of life,--is it not well to inquire whether
the popularity of this man ought not to have already reached a climax?870
The author closed with a clear explanation of why such humor, which aimed for the “gutter,”
was out of place for literary men. “American social life,” the letter reads, “upon which, by
God’s aid, must be built to mighty fabric of the future state, is in the formative period, and,
jealous as we might have been of our political honor, a thousand times more jealous must we
be of that most precious possession—reverence for that which is truly high.” If not written
by Josiah Holland, the letter was clearly written by someone well versed in his view of art
and society. And it is good to remember, when considering the author’s focus on intellectual
and artistic reverence, that the political honor of the time had not been well guarded in the
light of the corruption of the Grant administration and the disputed election of 1876.
These negative reactions show that Twain’s speech was, indeed, controversial in
some circles, but that its controversy went beyond whether it was funny or in good taste to
whether Twain belonged in the company of the Atlantic’s authors in the first place. The
reaction to Twain’s appearance as a regular contributor to the Atlantic Monthly had been
muted up to this point, but the reaction to the Whittier birthday speech demonstrates a strong
current of disapproval in the presence of the stripèd clown in midst of the American cultural
elite. Several newspaper columns clearly demonstrate a widespread anxiety at Twain’s
cultural position in relation to Boston and its magazine. For instance, the Daily Rocky
Mountain News (Denver, Co.) printed a column on January 5, 1888 that cobbled together
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reactions from several sources. Stating that “this literary lion has roared once too often in the
classic shades of Boston, and his name is now tabooed in the best literary circles of the
modern Athens,” the story prints snippets from at least four sources. A quote from the
Woman’s Journal nicely linked the main controversies of the evening, stating that the female
contributors to the Atlantic, as well as Mr. Whittier, would not have liked the presence of
wine and cigar smoke, and that, in this masculine environment, the “essay” of Mark Twain
“fitly furnished the key-note for this kind of entertainment relished by these masculine
scribblers.”871 The article focuses on Twain’s relationship to Boston literary culture: “It is
well known that Beacon street never received Mr. Clemens. Mrs. Julia Ward Howe said
some time ago that the Atlantic was losing caste and lowering its tone by admitting the Twain
papers to its pages, and perhaps Mark considers that he owes nothing to Boston in the way of
courtesy or consideration.” Finally, the paper concluded that the objection to Twain’s speech
was not that it offended Boston, but that it offended “every intelligent reader.”
Finally, an article entitled “A Thundering Row about That Whittier Dinner” takes all
the criticisms of the evening—wine, women, advertising, and Twain—and addresses them in
a dialogue between an unnamed author and unnamed editor on the subject. Addressing
Twain’s speech, the author states that it strikes one in a “very ludicrous manner” but that
“one wants to kick the fellow who is making us laugh by such a connection.”872 Most
importantly, the author highlights the connection between Twain’s breach of taste and
William Dean Howells as promoter of Twain, writing:
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But to me the funniest thing is in the way this is all reacting on Howells. Howells,
you know, thinks Twain is immense; took him up from the first, rushed him into the
Atlantic, floated him in Atlantic society. Howells, you know, who is rigorously
refined …is suddenly obliged to sit and swallow all this bilge water from his favorite
contributor, in the presence of such fine company, too; has to see the man he has
endorsed degrade himself to the rank of a buffoon. It must have been tough for
Howells.873
While the reaction of the guests at the banquet may have been positive, or at least politely
muted, the speech obviously stirred up a strong reaction that ultimately went beyond
questioning the humor of the speech and its appropriateness for the circumstance to the issue
of Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation within the literary ocean of the Atlantic.874
The newspaper responses to the Whittier Banquet demonstrate a clear undercurrent of
anxiety at Howells’s insistence on Twain’s value in the literary realm of the Atlantic. That
this response was muted amongst the evening’s guests and the Boston papers may indicate a
tendency to ignore or forgive offenses. The cultural symbol of “the Atlantic Monthly”—the
publisher of the American Olympians—that was feted and toasted in Boston that night was
also a loose group of friends, acquaintances, and occasional enemies, who referred to each
other as “Wendell,” “William,” and “Mark.” The reaction to Twain’s speech highlighted the
difference between Emerson, Holmes, and Longfellow as ideas, as nom de plumes, whose
fame spread across the country as cultural ideas, and the three men as people. The distance
between the author in person and the author as text, on which the humor of the speech rested,
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might explain the numerous reactions that stated that the speech may have been funny in
person, but in print it was of poor taste. For instance, the Chicago Tribune printed a dialogue
report between the paper’s Boston correspondent and one of the attendees, who states of the
three men discussed:
“But they liked it; they laughed as much as anybody.”
“Perhaps they did laugh. I don’t believe they enjoyed it. If they would
confess the truth,--Longfellow and Emerson, I mean,—I believe they would say that
they were embarrassed. Of course they had to laugh.”
“Stuff! Longfellow and Emerson are not such milksops. They’ve had so
much tall talk bestowed upon them that they must have been relieved to be treated to
a joke like other men.”875
In this view, the praise heaped on the authors is “tall talk” that Twain’s joke relieves by
treating the authors like men, which helps explain the distance between the actuality of the
event and the symbolic readings.
The second major response to the speech was from Twain and Howells, for whom the
speech created an immediate horror and assumed lasting, almost mythic, resonance.876 In
describing the importance of the speech, and the vivid yet largely apocryphal memory of the
event held by Twain and Howells, Henry Nash Smith argued that “the vivid scene described
by Mark Twain and Howells embodies the kind of truth appropriate to fiction or even to
mythology.”877 Twain remembered the evening most vividly in his autobiographical musings
published in the North American Review, where the December 1907 installment featured a
lengthy review of the incident. Standing before “that row of venerable and still active
volcanoes,” Twain expected his speech to be “the gem of the evening” until he started to
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speak of Emerson and the other tramps.878 This gained the “attention” of the guests, but each
face “turned to a sort of black frost” and Twain writes that he slowly gave up hoping that
“somebody would laugh, or that somebody would smile, but nobody did.” Wanting to give
up, but unable to, Twain writes that he struggled through to the end, always aware of the
stone faces confronting him. He writes:
It was the sort of expression their faces would have worn if I had been making these
remarks about the Deity and the rest of the Trinity; there is not milder way in which
to describe the petrified condition and the ghastly expression of those people. When I
sat down it was with a heart which had long ceased to beat. I shall never be as dead
again as I was then. I shall never be as miserable again as I was then.879
Howells, he writes, understood “the size of the disaster” and tried to say something but
“couldn’t get beyond a gasp.”
For his part, Howells remembered the event in My Mark Twain (1910) in similar
terms of horror and embarrassment. While the speech may have been funny to some hearers,
Howells notes, Twain underestimated the “species of religious veneration” in which his
subjects were held. Howells writes of the incident:
Here, I said, in sum, was a humorist who never left you hanging your head for having
enjoyed his joke; and then the amazing mistake, the bewildering blunder, the cruel
catastrophe was upon us. I believe that after the scope of the burlesque made itself
clear, there was no one there, including the burlesquer himself, who was not smitten
with a desolating dismay. There fell a silence, weighing many tons to the square inch,
which deepened from moment to moment, and was broken only by the hysterical and
blood-curdling laughter of a single guest, whose name shall not be handed down to
infamy. Nobody knew whether to look at the speaker or down at his plate. I chose my
plate as the least affliction, and so I do not know how Clemens looked, except when I
stole a glance at him, and saw him standing solitary amid his appalled and appalling
listeners, with his joke dead on his hands.880
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Writing more than thirty years after the fact, Howells remembered nothing of the dinner after
the speech until he was with Twain and Charles Dudley Warner in a hotel room, with Warner
saying to Twain: “Well, Mark, you’re a funny fellow.” Twain recalled that his speech halted
the evening’s proceedings, causing the young novelist who followed him to fail after a few
lines and slump “down in a limp and mushy pile.”881 In Twain’s memory, the program
ended there—the scheduled speakers were dazed, stupefied, none could speak and the
evening ended with Howells “mournfully, and without words” pulling Twain into another
room and telling him that “there was no help for this calamity, this shipwreck, this cataclysm;
that this was the most disastrous thing that had ever happened in anybody’s history…”882
The overstated horror of Howells and Twain’s responses, as remembered decades
later, were not necessarily accurate in their details—the speech was met with laughter (by
more than the one blood-curdling guest), not silence, and the speeches went on after Twain
spoke,—but the stories reveal a truth of the event as it seems to have been experienced by the
two men. Almost immediately both men expressed their horror. Howells, in a letter to
Charles Eliot Norton on December 19, wrote that Twain had felt the “awfulness” of what he
was doing as he went but that he was helpless to stop, and Howells was unable to figure out
any way to save him. “He was completely crushed by it,” Howells wrote, “and though it
killed the joy of the time for me, I pitied him; for he has a good and reverent nature for good
things, and his performance was like an effect of demoniacal possession.”883 Joseph
Twichell, Twain’s minister and close friend, wrote in his diary that Twain knew he was
making a mistake as he spoke, although he had thought the speech “the best thing he had ever
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done.” Twichell then noted that the “irreverence” of the speech would have been plain to
others: “Anybody could have told him that before, that had the chance, for he was shockingly
out of taste, but he didn’t know it.”884 It appears that neither Howells nor Olivia Clemens
read the speech, for they would have almost certainly recognized the problems.
The exchange of letters that followed the event clearly demonstrates the anxieties that
Twain and Howells seemed to have held regarding Twain’s position in American literary
culture. The first response was sent from Howells to Twain on the night of the 18th,
sometime after midnight following the speech, which simply reads: “All right, you poor
soul!”885 Three days later, Howells sent Twain a short letter, along with proofs of an article
and several books, seemingly ignoring the speech and its aftermath, but Twain, writing on the
23rd delved deeply into the aftermath:
My Dear Howells:
My sense of disgrace does not abate. It grows. I see that it is going to add
itself to my list of permanencies—a list of humiliations that extends back to when I
was seven years old, & which keep on persecuting me regardless of my
repentancies.886
As his focus on the incident for decades after shows, the speech was indeed added to the list.
Twain further stated that Livy and he had decided that it would be best to withdraw a story
slated for the Atlantic, since the “misfortune has injured me all over the country; therefore it
will be best that I retire from before the public at present.” Twain’s sense of shame is clearly
demonstrated, both toward the subject of his speech and toward Howells. “It seems I must
have been insane when I wrote that speech,” Twain wrote “& saw no harm in it, no disrespect
884
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toward those men whom I reverenced so much. And what shame I brought upon you, after
what you said in introducing me! It burns me like fire to think of it.” In spite of numerous
critical readings that see in the speech Twain’s adversarial position to New England literary
culture, this response indicates Twain’s awareness of his mistake, his reverence for the
authors involved, and his knowledge of Howells’s role in the creation of his public persona.
Howells responded by first squelching talk, either on his part or on the publisher’s
part, of Twain not writing for the Atlantic, stating “You are going to help and not hurt us
many a year yet, if you will.”887 But he did not ignore the speech. Saying that everyone he
had spoken to regarded it as a “fatality”—“one of those sorrows into which a man walks with
his eyes wide open, no one knows why”—he then writes that members of the Atlantic circle
would understand the circumstance. He continued:
But I don’t pretend to not agree with you about it. All I want you to do is not to
exaggerate the damage. You are not going to be floored by it; there is more justice
than that even in this world. And especially as regards me, just call the sore spot
well. I could say more and with better heart in praise of your good-feeling (which
was what I always liked in you) since this thing happened than I could before.
Howells then approved of Twain’s plan to apologize to the men in question. The apology, as
Howells suggests here, would help smooth over hard feelings on a personal level with the
men involved, but would also be seen as an instance of Twain being educated into the proper
relationship between reverence and humor.
The identical letters of apology Twain mailed to Emerson, Longfellow, and Holmes
on December 27th offered “repentance” for his offense and an illuminating perspective of
how he viewed himself, or wanted others to view him, in relation to polite literary culture.
His offense, he explains, would be inexcusable in a man of “fine nature” but that undertook
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the speech “innocently & unwarned.”888 Twain’s rhetoric of innocence continues, calling
upon Howells as a witness: “You will think it is incredible; but it is true, & Mr. Howells will
confirm my words. He does not know how it can be true, & neither does any one who is
incapable of trespassing as I did; yet he knows it is true.” When he realized his guilt, he
writes, his suffering was acute and was not tempered by his innocent intent, but his guilt was
more keenly felt by his barometer of propriety: “As to my wife’s distress, it is not to be
measured; for she is of finer stuff than I; & yours were sacred names to her. We do not talk
about this misfortune—it scorches, so we only think—and think.” Twain does not ask for
forgiveness but merely for understanding, for the men to believe that “I am only heedlessly a
savage, not premeditatedly.”889
Twain’s invocation of his wife and of Howells as witnesses to both his essential
innocence and his intense guilt at his trespass rhetorically creates him as a character—the
innocent humorist who did not realize his joke was out of taste. To Howells, the next day,
Twain wrote: “Ah, well, I am a great and sublime fool. But then I am God’s fool, & all His
works must be contemplated with respect.”890 The response to the incident seems to reveal a
profound and sincere horror at his trespass, one that would influence him for years. Writing
in his autobiography, Twain finishes the story by stating that the episode “pretty nearly killed
me with shame during that first year or two whenever it forced its way into my mind.”891
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The Whittier incident added several rich metaphors for contemplating Twain’s
relation to the elite literary culture of his time: the heedless savage, God’s fool, the California
bull, the literary lion roaring at the Boston elite. It also made it clear that portions of the
Atlantic’s audience viewed Twain as an innovation to be wary of—that even an unstripèd,
right-side-up clown might still be a clown or that Twain’s literary offspring were not pure
enough to escape suspicion. Twain’s apology did have the effect of dampening the reactions
of the press and easing any resentments the greats may have had. Emerson’s daughter Ellen
wrote to Mrs. Clemens on behalf of her family, expressing a mix of pity, amusement, and
reprobation. Some in the family, she writes, thought the speech funny, others were
disappointed, but Twain’s letter had restored their enjoyment of “Mark Twain,” whom “we
have liked almost everything we have ever seen over Mark Twain’s signature.”892 Emerson,
for his part, seems to have looked puzzled at the dinner because he could not hear Twain, and
while the speech amused him when it was read to him, Ellen Emerson wrote that it hardly
registered: “To my Father it is as if it had not been, he never quite heard, never quite
understood it, and he forgets easily and entirely.” Longfellow responded by declaring that he
was only troubled that Clemens seemed so troubled about an insignificant matter stirred up
by the newspapers. The evening was pleasant for everyone, Longfellow insisted, and the
problem was that after-dinner speeches did not translate well into newspapers, for “one needs
the lamp-light, and the scenery, [sic] These failing, what was meant in jest, assumes a
serious aspect.”893
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Holmes, perhaps unsurprisingly, evinced more sympathy for a fellow humorist, and
his letter evokes interesting insights into the question of humor. Like Longfellow, Holmes
expresses dismay that Clemens was troubled at a “trifling” matter.894 He does admit to
hearing some debate about the good taste of the speech, but he cites two friends—“gentlemen
of education and the highest social standing”—who found the speech “infinitely amusing”
and defended it, as well as “one of the cleverest and best known ladies we have among us,”
who was “highly delighted” with the speech. Holmes’s response indicates his awareness at
the difficulty of the humorist and includes a discussion of the relation between humor and
society:
The idea was a very amusing one and with a little less of broad farce about it might
have pleased everybody as it did so many. Any man who knows your bonhomie and
evident kindness of disposition would never think of supposing you meant to strike
anything with the heat-lightning of your wit and humour.
…The world owes you too large a debt for the infinite pleasure and
amusement you have furnished to both hemispheres to quarrel with you because your
invention has for once led you a little farther than what some would consider the
proper limit of its excursions.
The responses of the “targets” of Twain’s humor demonstrate some combination of their lack
of offense, their senses of humor, their tact with a fellow writer, and their hearing infirmities,
as well as the impression that Twain’s offense against the reverent authors increased as one’s
distance from the actual men increased.
Mark Twain’s apology was reported in the press on at least a few occasions in
January. In a story from the Boston Herald, reprinted elsewhere as well, under the title
“Mark Twain Apologizes,” the apology is characterized as “characteristic” and “utterly abject
and forlorn,” so much so that “all will forgive Mark from the bottom of their hearts.”895 The
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story does say that in his letter of apology Twain refers to himself as “God’s fool,” hinting
that Howells, or someone whom Howells had told of Twain’s sentiments, was the source of
the news of the apology, rather than Emerson, Holmes, or Longfellow.
The final response to the Whittier Birthday speech in the press was of jovial gossip.
Mark Twain’s speech, like many things that Mark Twain did or said, was fodder for humor
columns. The jokes seem to be roughly evenly aimed at those who took the speech too
seriously and at Mark Twain. For instance, the New York Times commented that the only
funnier thing than Twain’s speech was the “plaint” of a Boston paper that it was in bad taste.
Puck, quoting the St. Louis Journal, similarly made light of those who took offense: “The
speech Mark Twain made concerning the Yankee poets has caused those concerned no
concern at all, but those whom the concern did not concern appear to be unduly concerned
about the concern.”896 Other responses joked about Twain’s failure, aiming the commentary
at him: “Mr. Mark Twain will think twice or thrice before he makes another such a speech as
he did at the Whittier Dinner. When Boston spanks, she spanks hard and long.”897
Interestingly, the New Orleans Times Picayune took great relish in making a series of jokes at
Twain’s expense in late January and February:
…He is sorry for it, and will not go to the next Atlantic Monthly dinner; that is if Mr.
Houghton has control of the invitations. (1/24/1878)
Mark Twain’s late speeches hardly come up to the mark. (2/2/1878)
Mark Twain feels like a banquet hall deserted. He will be invited to no more brain
dinners. (2/11/1878)
Instead of talking, Mark Twain says that at all future banquets he intends to eat.
(2/15/1878)
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Outcast and Return: Mark Twain Abroad, Again
Following the failure of the Whittier Birthday speech, however imagined it may have
been, Mark Twain’s productivity declined. For two years, between 1877 and 1879, only two
books of Mark Twain’s were published—the Scrap-Book and Punch, Brothers, Punch!
(1878)—both published by Slote, Woodman, and Company. The second book was largely an
advertisement for the first, reprinting “A Literary Nightmare” under a new name, along with
a range of previously published pieces.898 In April 1878, Samuel Clemens, his family, and
three companions (a friend, a nursemaid, and a valet) sailed for Europe, where they would
stay for over 16 months. Justin Kaplan writes that Mark Twain left America partially to
escape his own success, which left him hounded by the public and paying for his lavish
house, and partially to escape the failures of the Whittier Dinner, of Tom Sawyer, and of the
play Ah Sin.899 While in Europe, Twain returned to the genre of travel writing, taking notes
for and working on what would become A Tramp Abroad.
While he was physically absent from the United States, Mark Twain remained a
presence in American periodicals. Four sketches appeared in the Atlantic Monthly, which
were reprinted and/or commented upon in newspapers.900 An anonymous review in the
Atlantic of the Paris Exposition of 1879 noted that the “American youths, corrupted to the
marrow by Mark Twain, pass through seeking humorous solutions to things.”901 In
newspapers, Mark Twain was the subject of gossip about his doings in Europe. His works
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were also frequently republished. During his absence, newspapers reprinted older works,
including “The Jumping Frog,” works from the Galaxy, miscellaneous sketches, and extracts
from his most recent works in the Atlantic Monthly. Certain pieces reverberated to several
newspapers, such as an interview in which Twain explained why he couldn’t write a book
about the English (nothing funny in England) and his announcement of running for
president.902 While individual newspaper readers would have seen only occasional mention
of Mark Twain at this time, if any, Mark Twain’s reputation continued to circulate
throughout the periodical world.
“Mark Twain” as a public idea circulated in newspapers, often beyond his intentions
or control. For instance, the New York Sun published at least five spurious interviews with
Twain between 1876 and 1881. In January 1878, the Sun ran two purported interviews—the
first regarding Twain’s new position as the editor of the Hartford Courant and the second
exposing the first story as a hoax Twain perpetrated on the reporter. In the second false
interview, in which “Mark Twain” explained why he perpetrated the hoax on the reporter, he
explained that he had put out the story as test to see if the press still had a sense of humor.
He explains:
"Latterly," he continued, "I have been down in the mouth. I began to think my luck
was down on me. My speech at the Whittier dinner didn't exactly take. I meant it
merely as a cheerful conceit, and yet people wouldn't laugh. My article in the Atlantic
containing the joke about the two dying soldiers quarreling for the first choice of
coffins, seemed to fall flat. A good many well-meaning people refused to see it in the
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spirit intended. I got gloomy. I smoked all day and almost all night. I thought that
humor was played out in America
This fake Twain article was reprinted or reported in Wisconsin, Georgia, Colorado, Arkansas,
and Colorado, although the major papers in New York, Boston, and Chicago did not bite on
the “news.”903 Twain wrote to his friend Rollin Daggett denying the report, and his letter
was reprinted in the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, where Twain’s new position had
been mentioned as fact.904
As Louis Budd noted, Twain was often the focus of stories or interviews that went
beyond the myriad of actual stories he inspired or the many interviews he actually gave,
which mostly occurred after 1880. Of the 258 authenticated interviews collected in Mark
Twain: The Complete Interviews, only eight of them occurred before Twain left America in
the spring of 1878. One interview reports the departure of Twain’s boat for Europe in 1878,
one lengthy interview reports on Twain from Paris (and is the source of the story on why
Twain didn’t write about England), and four report his return to America in September
1879.905
Returning from abroad on September 3, 1879, Mark Twain soon returned to the
public stage. On November 13th, he delivered an oratorical masterpiece at a banquet for
Ulysses S. Grant at the Palmer House in Chicago during a reunion of the Army of the
Tennessee. Twain was the final of fifteen speakers, following a phalanx of generals and
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politicians, and several hours of speeches, music, food, cigars, and alcohol. Twain’s
speech—“The Babies, As they Comfort us in Our Sorrows, Let Us Not Forget Them in Our
Festivities”—compared the discipline of army life and the terror of battle to the discipline
and terror of the baby, and found the baby to be the task that could best the general. Praising
the future leaders of America, just then rocking in cribs all over the land, Twain ended by
imagining the future president of the United States. In a snippet of autobiography from 1885,
Twain remembered the conclusion of the speech:
“And now in his cradle somewhere under the flag is the future illustrious
Commander-in-Chief of the American armies is so little burdened with his
approaching grandeur and responsibilities as to be giving his whole strategic mind at
this moment to trying to find out some way to get his big toe into his mouth—
something, meaning no disrespect to the illustrious guest of this evening, which he
turned his entire attention to some fifty-six years ago”—
And here, as I had expected, the laughter ceased and a sort of shuddering
silence took its place—for this was apparently carrying the matter too far.
I waited a moment or two to let this silence sink well home.
Then, turning toward the General I added:
“And if the child is but the father of the man there are mighty few who will
doubt that he succeeded.”
Which relieved the house: for when they saw the General break up in goodsized pieces they followed suit with great enthusiasm.906
Twain’s success with “The Babies” reflects on the failure of the Whittier speech, each of
which were given at banquets honoring American icons, replete with nationalistic and
moralistic reverence, and each featured a moment of awful silence in which Twain’s
humor—perhaps going too far—required a release of tension for the speech to be a success.
Writing to Olivia Clemens at 5 a.m. following the speech, Twain described the
evening as a “great night, a memorable night, a marvelous night” and rapturously described
the speeches that had preceded him: “Lord, what an organ is human speech when it is played
by a master! All these speeches may look dull in print, but how the lightnings glared around
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them when they were uttered, & how the crowd roared in response!” Only the speech
preceding Twain had fallen flat, ending in “funereal silence” that echoed that Twain
remembered from his own speech for Whittier. Twain told Livy how the taciturn and quiet
audience (it was well after 2 a.m.) soon “burst forth like a hurricane & I saw that I had them!
From that time on, I stopped at the end of each sentence, & let the tornado of applause &
laughter sweep around me.” The ultimate success of the speech, though, lay in Grant’s
reaction, which gave sanction for the audience to laugh:
And do you know, Gen. Grant sat through fourteen speeches like a graven image, but
I fetched him! I broke him up, utterly! He told me he laughed till the tears came &
every bone in his body ached. (And do you know, the biggest part of the success of
the speech lay in the fact that the audience saw that for once in his life he had been
knocked out of his iron serenity.)907
Writing to Howells several days later, Twain still spoke of his success with rapture, framing
his success in military terms:
Grand times., my boy, grand times. Gen. Grant sat at the banquet like a statue of iron
& listened without the faintest suggestion of emotion to fourteen speeches which tore
other people all to shreds, but when I lit in with the fifteenth & last, his time was
come! I shook him up like dynamite & he sat there fifteen minutes & laughed & cried
like the mortalest of mortals. But bless you I had measured this unconquerable
conqueror, & went at my work with the confidence of conviction, for I knew I could
lick him.908
Twain’s success, then, came in making Grant mortal, by showing him human through his
laughter. Celebrating the grand hero of the Republic, the banquet framed Grant as a symbol
of military and national success, one who might as well have been a statue. Twain succeeded
in making him human, through the laughter engendered by the universal experience of
babyhood. Contrasted with the Whittier Birthday speech, during which the targets of the
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speech (the “immortals”: Emerson, Longfellow, and Holmes) listened without laughter, the
Grant speech marks a counter-example in which an immortal symbol was shown human.
The success of the speech shows that the humor of a banquet could, indeed, make the
honored guest human, if done properly.
Twain’s next speech put him back in the company of the Atlantic Monthly greats.
Howells wrote Twain after his return in September asking if he had any “Atlanticable papers”
to contribute. Twain replied that he had no manuscript for Howells at present due to his work
on A Tramp Abroad, although he attempted to again entice Howells into a collaboration on a
play featuring Orion Clemens or Captain Wakeman.909 Shortly thereafter, Twain enclosed
his profane sketch, “1601. Conversation, as It Was by the Social Fireside, in the Time of the
Tudors,” to Howells, claiming in jest that he was offering it to the Atlantic before he sent it to
Beecher’s Christian Union.910 In October, Twain invited Clemens to Chicago for the Grant
banquet, and Howells invited Twain to Boston for the Holmes Breakfast, a sequel to the
Whittier Dinner in honor of the Autocrat’s 70th birthday. Twain vacillated on the invitation,
first replying “Will I come? O hell-yes!—as the energetic Arkansaw [sic] student said to Rev.
Joe Twichell in the Black Forest when Joe asked him if he was homesick. O hellyes!”911
Writing to Howells of the Grant banquet, Twain claimed he was too busy with his book to
attend, but Howells and Warner convinced him it was better to attend.912 Twain agreed,
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writing to Howells: “If anybody talks, there, I shall claim the right to say a word myself, &
be heard among the very earliest—else it would be confoundedly awkward for me—& for
the rest, too.”913 Mark Twain’s return to the social banquet of the Atlantic Monthly was
fraught with tension and viewed by Twain and Howells as an opportunity to make amends
and restore whatever was damaged at the Whittier Dinner.
The Holmes Breakfast began at noon, with dinner at one, speeches at four, and the
gathering breaking up around six. The New York Times focused on the lavish setting of the
banquet, especially the elaborate flower arrangements and the framed pictures of Holmes,
Longfellow, Whittier, and others. The report also noted the presence of the “lady
contributors” to the magazine, who partook in both the social aspect and the formal speeches
and poems.914 After the multi-course meal, the diners were called to celebrate, in the words
of the Atlantic’s full report of the event, “one whose aim and achievement in literature, as
recorded in The Atlantic, had been so high and so conspicuous.”915 H.O. Houghton, the
Atlantic’s publisher, spoke first, praising the assembled company and their contributions to
American life. He claimed that it was always the intention to invite women to such dinners,
but that publishers were “bashful,” like suitors asking the hand of a young lady. There is no
record if the women present laughed at this joke. Houghton praised Holmes at length:
It is our thoughts which he speaks; it is our humor to which he gives expression; it is
the pictures of our own fancy that he clothes in words, and shows us what we
ourselves thought, and only lacked the means of expressing. We never realized, until
913

MTHL, I:214 (November 28, 1879), 283. SLC to Howells, 29 Nov 1879, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL
02537).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL02537.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
914 “Honoring the Autocrat.” December 4, 1879. Dinner included multiple courses, including Filet of Sole,
Stuffed Saddle, Rock Oyster, Roasted, Omelette with Chicken Livers, Cutlets of Chicken, French Peas,
Filet of Beef, larded with Mushrooms, Potato Croquettes, Tomatoes, Broiled Woodcock on Toast, Roast
Quail, stuffed with Truffles, Dressed Celery, Creams and Ices—Cakes—Fruits, and Coffee.
915 The Atlantic Monthly Supplement. The Holmes Breakfast. 45:268 (February 1880), 1

474

he taught us by his magic power over us, how much each of us had of genius, and
invention, and expression. And it is especially fitting that we should honor, even in
his own country, a prophet who has revealed to us what wonderful people we all
are.916
Whether due to the presence of ladies, the absence of alcohol, or the more convivial and less
imposing grandeur of the guest of honor, the Holmes Breakfast featured a lighter tone of
oratory and a different sort of reverence—and none of the controversy.
The guest list was impressive—at least 100 guests sat at six tables—with speeches or
poems by Holmes (who read a poem and had a speech read for him), Whittier (read by James
T. Fields), Howells, Julia Ward Howe, Charles Dudley Warner, Helen Hunt Jackson,
President Eliot of Harvard (where Holmes lectured on anatomy four days per week), J.W.
Harper (of Harper’s publishing), E.C. Stedman, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, William Winter, J.T.
Trowbridge, Col. T.W. Higginson, and Mark Twain. Of the Atlantic immortals, Emerson,
Stowe, and Whittier were in attendance. Numerous others sent letters of regret and praise,
including President Hayes, Josiah Holland, and Frederick Douglass, who praised Holmes as
“one of the most brilliant American authors and scholars, a poet and philosopher; one whose
genial wit has often brushed away clouds of care and sadness from the thoughtful brow of
Boston, and mantled our land generally with smiles of joy and gladness.”917 The surprise hit
of the banquet, according to several newspaper reports, was Mary Sprague, whose novel An
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Earnest Trifler (published anonymously) was the sensation of the season in Boston.918 The
Atlantic’s review, published in the most recent issue, praised both the humor of the author
and the reality of the characters, but nowhere does discussion of her work connect her humor
with that of Twain or American Humor as a subject, although Scribner’s compared her with
Henry James.919
The peculiar nature of such a literary banquet was delineated by the lengthy report in
the Boston Daily Advertiser the following day. The report begins by noting that such events
often gain brief notice by the press but are then forgotten. But the guests at the Holmes
banquet were undoubtedly aware of the historical significance, and each imagined the scene
as “a real event in the literary history of our country” that symbolized the lasting praise of a
prophet, poet, and wit, or so the reporter imagined. On the first hand, the event was framed
as highly symbolic of “American Literature” and of the place of the Autocrat within a
pantheon of immortal greats. But on the second, the paper noted that the assemblage of
literary figures in one place had an opposite effect:
There was a wonderful clearing up of mysteries. Names that have been so long a
household word that the reading public has almost ceased to remember that the men
and women who bear them are a reality; names of later fame which carry with them
no picture of a personality that agrees with the author; young names sounded just
long enough to stir the curiosity—all these found their owners, or rather their owners
found them at the tables in the dining-hall.920
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This passage shows the split between the author-in-person and the author-as-idea that
Twain’s Whittier Speech had played with and to which its failures can be attributed. Such
banquets made authors real to each other through dining, talk, and speeches, while the
sentiments expressed functioned largely on the symbolic level of imagined communities of
readers.
As with the Whittier Banquet, the Holmes Breakfast was dedicated to praising the
guest of honor in tones of reverence, although humor was a constant presence in speech and
song. Both Houghton’s and Howells’s speeches commented humorously on the relationships
between publisher, editor, and contributors, with Houghton introducing Howells as the
assistant editor, with the real editor—a gothic monster with cadaverous features and a sharp
knife used to cut contributions to pieces—safely locked in his attic, from which he was
seldom released.921 By all accounts, the festivities and the oratory of the evening were a
grand success, unmarred by any controversy apart from the hurt feelings of those who wished
to be invited but were not. Two newspapers, frequently critical of Mark Twain, commented
on his improved behavior. The Christian Union noted that the speeches demonstrated “a
greater evenness of sympathy and good feeling” than the Whittier Speech, having been
“spared the rough buffoonery of Mark Twain (he made a very good and proper speech on this
occasion).”922 The Literary World echoed the evaluation, noting:
If none of the poetry or the speaking reached so high a pitch of excellence as at the
Whittier dinner, there was a greater evenness of good quality, and there was no rude
break of good taste such as marked the former occasion. Mark Twain’s speech this
time, indeed, was so far suitable and funny that we give it below, with Dr. Holmes’s
poem. These two performances, and Mr. Houghton’s remarks, fairly divided the
honors of the evening.923
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Clearly, Mark Twain’s speech had redeemed “Mark Twain” in the eyes of the more reverent
press, which had played a large role in castigating him following the Whittier dinner.
Before Twain rose to speak, Howells introduced him with the brief, but telling,
remark: “We will now listen to a few words of truth and soberness from Mark Twain.” In the
Atlantic report of the evening, the description remarks that Twain rose “diffidently” to deliver
his speech. Twain’s speech begins with a statement of praise for Holmes, framing his
remarks as in line with the banquet’s purpose. Twain then tells of how the first letter he
received from a great man was from Holmes. Following the publication of The Innocents
Abroad, a friend of Twain’s had pointed out that he had stolen the dedication to the book
from one of Dr. Holmes’s books. Twain traced the “unconscious plagiarism” to having read
the book numerous times while idle with illness in the Sandwich Islands. Having written the
Autocrat to apologize, Twain told of receiving a letter back exculpating him for the offense
and noting that all writers occasionally thought an idea original that they had read or heard.
At several points, Twain infuses his remarks with humor, but humor clearly aimed at himself.
He notes that he offered Holmes the use of any ideas the Autocrat might find “good
protoplasm for poetry.” He argues that any man with a teaspoon full of brains had too much
pride to steal another man’s words, and that “admirers had often told me I had nearly a
basketful, though they were rather reserved as to the size of the basket.”
Twain ended with a slight feint toward his tendency toward digression, which had
been the whole basis for his Whittier Speech. He stated:
I have met Dr. Holmes many times since; and lately he said—However, I am
wandering wildly away from the one thing which I got on my feet to do, that is, to
make my compliments to you, my fellow teachers of the great public, and likewise to
say I am right glad to see that Dr. Holmes is still in his prime and full of generous
life…
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That one moment of threatened digression may have been calculated to alarm Howells, or to
worry the assembled company about the direction the humorist was taking, but the ending
returns to the keynote of the evening, showing that Mark Twain had learned from the failure
of the Whittier speech and the success of the Grant. Symbolically, Twain had kept his speech
well within the bounds of propriety, however defined, while still managing to humanize his
subject. The speech humanizes Holmes without mocking him by portraying his personal
response to Twain in a manner in keeping with the public image of the man.
Mark Twain’s speech was well received, by all accounts, with the New York Tribune
noting that Twain’s “witty remarks were frequently checked by ebullitions of mirth.”924 This
laughter symbolized the return of the jester into the good graces of the literary public, as
represented by the assembled company and the public who read about the historic gathering.
Twain’s first biographer argues that the Holmes Speech repaired whatever damage Twain
had done with the Whittier speech.925 Mark Twain’s return to literary respectability, in this
one symbolic space, has been much less examined by literary scholars who focus heavily on
the Whittier incident. Henry Nash Smith, who set the groundwork for later scholarship, does
not mention the Holmes speech in his work on Twain, possibly because it challenges his
thesis that Twain’s speech showed “unconscious antagonism” toward the Boston elites and
that his humor, despite Howells’s assertions, was “basically irreverent.”926 While scholars
have read Twain’s Whittier speech in relation to other speeches or works that border on
irreverent, few have directly compared two occasions linked by location, guest, patron, and
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symbolic connection.927 If the Whittier Birthday speech marks a “primal scene” of Twain’s
disjuncture from New England literary culture, then the Holmes Breakfast must mark a
détente with that culture. For, on its surface, the breakfast speech contains as much reverence
for that culture as the Whittier dinner speech contained of irreverence, whether unconscious
or not, although it is unclear whether this reverence was for the personal friendships with
Howells and Holmes, along with others, or for the abstract idea of respectable American
letters. Or both.
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Conclusion—“The Most Popular Humorist Who Ever Lived”:
The Transformations of Mark Twain
The tension between literary respectability and mass success, between humorous
anarchy and deeper seriousness, between the freedom of the mere buffoon and the serious
man of letters, was never resolved in the public appraisals of Mark Twain’s literary-critical
reputation. Twain’s cultural position remained slippery as he set about finishing his book of
travel in late 1879, a decade after the publication of his first travel book, which had
catapulted him to fame and raised the question of his place in American letters. Almost ten
years exactly after their first meeting in Boston, Twain began sending William Dean Howells
advanced chapter proofs of A Tramp Abroad to allow Howells time to prepare a review for
the Atlantic in order to set the tone for the critical reception of the latest text from the
American humorist.
A Tramp Abroad can be taken as a symbolic transition point to a third stage of
Twain’s literary-critical reputation. While the first had been characterized by Twain’s
appearance as a newspaper reporter, magazinist, and lecturer in California—“the Wild
Humorist of the Pacific Slope”—the second was marked by his ascension to national and
international fame as an “American Humorist” and his transition from peripheral figure to
central exponent of the unique and peculiar school of a distinctly national humor. Reviews of
Mark Twain’s early books—especially The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County
(1867) and The Innocents Abroad (1869)—discussed Twain in relation to the school of
humorists who critics defined as uniquely “American” and whose popularity and style caused
critics to place them largely outside the realm of quality literary discussions. This
classification located “American humor” outside of regional humor traditions (as well as
sectional conflict), as well as outside the humor of African Americans and women—groups
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pressing to become more fully “American” in the mid-nineteenth century. Instead, the
humorous American was embodied in vaguely western frontier figures whose exaggerations
and contempt for the “high falutin’” caused others to laugh. The emergence of the
“American humorist” took place at a time when the career of the humorist was changing to
allow for a funny man to perform his identity full time as a lucrative professional career in
print and on the platform. “Mark Twain” followed the model of “Artemus Ward” to national
and international fame, but the quality of his writing (and spelling) caused some critics to
question whether he might be something more than a merely popular embodiment of a
temporary national character. Chief among these critics was William Dean Howells, who
shifted “Mark Twain” into the conversation of the humor of belles lettres through his position
at the Atlantic Monthly. By including Mark Twain in “the company of the best,” Howells
forwarded the critical argument that Twain’s humor belonged in a higher class of humor, one
most clearly demonstrated by the humor of James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell
Holmes. Such quality humor might possess either the moral thrust of satire or the
entertaining pleasure of wit, but it was distinct from the merely entertaining humor of
newspaper humorists and the possibly degrading humor of clowns and minstrels in the
hierarchical criticism of the time. Within the critical habitus of the Atlantic Monthly, the
humorist played a vastly different role than the professional funny man. Placing Mark Twain
in the conversation of American letters within the most literary of American periodicals,
William Dean Howells transformed the literary-critical reputation of “Mark Twain” to
include Twain in canonical conversations, although he did not have the critical power to
settle the question. Throughout the 1870s, the tension between mass culture and belles
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lettres, or between the head and the belly and members as Twain later put it, influenced how
critics interpreted Mark Twain and how he circulated within American culture.
With the success of The Innocents Abroad and of his lyceum tours, as well as his
presence as a writer and editor in the respectable literary magazine The Galaxy, Mark Twain
became a more pressing critical figure in the early 1870s. Twain himself showed a keen
anxiety about his circulation as a humorist, in financial terms and in terms of his reputation.
His “Memoranda” column, his “Artemus Ward” lectures, and his feud with Josiah Holland
illustrate the ways in which the serious business of being a humorist, and the failure of one’s
audience to laugh, caused Mark Twain to lose his sense of humor. Twain’s presence in
“quality” venues—magazines and the lyceum—highlights the difficult position of the
humorist faced with audiences who held diverse, and occasionally divided, expectations. As
Josiah Gilbert Holland’s criticism shows, a sizeable portion of the literary public questioned
the value of “triflers” and “buffoons” as a main feature of literary culture.
Twain’s warm welcome in England in 1872 and 1873 as the “Lion of London,” and
the success of his lectures in London in those same years, further elevated his literary
status—in the United States more than in England. Mark Twain entered into the British
critical discussion as part of a long-term debate over the value of American literature as a
truly national expression. In this discussion, humor was highly valued and framed as the first
fruits of the national soil. The national and transnational circulation of Mark Twain’s
literary-critical reputation illustrates the complicated relationship between critical reception
and personal celebrity. Mark Twain’s transatlantic value created a situation in which his
warm reception caused some English critics to devalue “American humour” and some
American critics to elevate that same commodity. In England and America, critics
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increasingly questioned whether Mark Twain might be a part of a truly national canon or
merely a popular fad destined to burn to ashes.
More than any other literary figure of his era, Mark Twain dramatized the connection
between literature and business, a link that was often denied by literary figures. The
measured success of Twain’s first novel The Gilded Age (1873), and his dramatization “Col.
Sellers” (1874), highlights the fraught connection between the man of letters and the man of
business on multiple levels. As a satire of speculation and expansion, the book itself partook
in the boom-and-bust cycle of the age that it named. The marketing of the book, and the
subsequent reviews, highlighted literature’s role as a commodity in American culture—a fine
line that tipped between satire and sales fraud. Mark Twain’s financial success as a
subscription author, playwright, and businessman, as well as his failed business and literary
speculations, influenced his production of literature and the ways in which he was perceived
by the public and by critics.
During the mid-1870s, Mark Twain was increasingly present in the culture of letters
surrounding Howells and the Atlantic Monthly. His writings for the Atlantic Monthly (18741879) and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) further muddied the cultural freight of
Mark Twain, as did his personal friendships with William Dean Howells, Charles Dudley
Warner, and other established literary figures. For Twain and Howells, the elevation of
“Mark Twain” to a higher level of respectability was not without anxiety, which was
dramatized in their reactions to the perceived “hideous mistake” of Twain at the Whittier
Birthday dinner. The reactions of the press to the idea of the jester mocking the reverence of
the Atlantic greats illustrates that “Mark Twain” circulated both as an idea and a reality in the
literary and popular cultures of his day. By the end of the 1870s, Mark Twain was an
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established literary figure whose popularity as a humorist was testified to by the continued
sales of his works and whose literary-critical reputation was an established topic of critical
conversation, even if no consensus as to his value had emerged.

Abroad Again: Mark Twain’s Shifting Reputation
A Tramp Abroad marked a return to travel writing and financial success. Compared
to earlier reviews, especially those of The Innocents Abroad, the literary-critical reputation of
Mark Twain had transformed in the decade since The Innocents Abroad had made him “the
best of our second-rate humorists.”928 As with reviews of Mark Twain’s other books, the
reviews of A Tramp Abroad contained common themes regarding American humor and Mark
Twain’s role as a humorist, but the reviews highlight several key changes in Mark Twain’s
literary-critical reputation that are worth exploring.
Mark Twain’s third book of travel was made available for sale in March 1880, after a
delay of several months as Twain finished portions of the manuscript.929 Mark Twain issued
the book as “a companion volume to Innocents Abroad,” just as Roughing It had been billed.
While the text contains some quality humorous sketches and fine passages of description,
Twain’s third book of travel writing is possibly the least examined out of his five books of
travel—to be followed by Life on the Mississippi (1883) and Following the Equator (1897).
Financially, the book marked a return to previous sales, with 47,563 copies sold in the first
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three months and approximately 62,000 copies sold during its first year.930 While not quite to
the standards of his other travel books, these sales outperformed Twain’s previous book of
sketches and two novels considerably. Critically, the book was not widely reviewed. Louis
Budd lists thirteen American reviews, nine British, and three from continental Europe.931
Reviews forward familiar critical tropes, eliminate others, and raise new ways of
contextualizing “Mark Twain” as a subject of literary-critical consideration.
In reviewing the book, critics saw little relation between Twain and other American
humorists, especially those of the so-called school of “American humor” with which he had
been characterized since the release of his first book. The Spectator of London noted that the
book contained “those quaint, happy drolleries of expression which are characteristic of
American humour.”932 However, the Chicago Tribune argued that the book contained only
two or three instances “of that genuine American humor of which Mr. Clemens has been so
conspicuous a producer.”933 Apart from these two references, and the arguments of William
Dean Howells which will be examined separately below, there is no mention of other literary
comedians, Bret Harte, or of the subject of the peculiar American humor through which
critics had classified Twain. Instead, Mark Twain is compared with Mark Twain—and found
wanting. Many of the reviews compare the book to The Innocents Abroad and Roughing It.
The Graphic found it “a worthy sequel,” while the Spectator found it “in nearly every respect
inferior.”934 The Utica Herald held The Innocents Abroad in relation to A Tramp Abroad as
the “sparkling, iridescent champagne” that a host serves his friends was to the “flat, sour
930
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stuff” the servant pours out the next day.935 Still, the sparkling products to which Twain is
being compared are his own writings.
Much of the failure of Twain’s book was attributed to his tendency to attempt to be
funny at all times, even when he is trying to be serious. Such criticisms extended the critical
trope that Twain’s humor either hid or undercut his ability to produce beautiful or artistic
writing—the so-called “penalty of humor.” The Chicago Tribune wrote that:
The author is unfortunate in one respect. Every time he opens his mouth or puts his
pen to paper he is credited with the intention of making you laugh. That is his
avowed object in life. For that he exists. That is his profession. When he fails to
make laughter—no matter how much useful information he may convey or whatever
else he may accomplish—his work is apt to be regarded as a failure.936
A notice in the British Quarterly Review praised Twain for being pleasing to “the cultured
and uncultured alike,” but criticized his tendency “to practice his trick too often.”937 He is
contrasted with the German author Heine, who best balanced “the grave and the gay,” a trope
that was used to distinguish quality humor from the merely entertaining. Still, the review
concluded that Mark Twain’s book was “delightful.”
A Tramp Abroad was reviewed almost as extensively in England as it was in
America, and the reviews taken as a whole were more positive. British critics certainly found
fault, but most deemed it a success as long as one did not try to read too much of the book at
once. The review in The Observer praised the book, as long as one sampled it in small doses.
Harking back to earlier criticisms, the reviewer notes that American humor reflected the
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general American view that there was “nothing sacred or worthy of reverence.”938 Whereas
earlier critics, especially Gerald Massey and Leslie Stephen, had criticized the tendency
toward irreverence, for this critic, it is this incongruity between the profane and sacred that is
the basis of Twain’s entertaining humor, which the reviewer repeatedly notes is “fun” in
moderation, even if it might prove too “ephemeral.” Whether Twain’s humor was merely
temporary fun or of lasting quality was a major critical theme in the 1870s, and would
continue to be through the remainder of his life and beyond. A review in the Athenaeum
argued for Mark Twain’s quality as a literary artist whose works would last as literature. The
reviewer joins Twain with Whitman as “the most strictly American writer of what is called
American literature.”939 Unlike American writers who rely on English models, Mark Twain
is “as distinctly national as the fourth of July itself.” The “peculiarity” of Twain’s work—
that of a professional humorist who somehow intoxicated his readers and his reviewers—
meant that British critics continued to pay attention to him even when other humorists, such
as Billings and Nasby, had faded from critical consciousness.
American critics reviewed the book much less extensively than previous or
subsequent books by Twain. While the book was widely excerpted, only a few American
newspapers reviewed the book, and the Atlantic’s review was alone among magazines. The
two most negative reviews, both from papers in San Francisco, framed the book as a critical
failure, a fact which the review said would have little to no impact on the financial success of
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the book. The Evening Bulletin began its review with a statement that set up a critical
paradox:
Mark Twain has obtained—and justly—that measure of literary renown which will
insure a host of eager readers for whatever he writes, whether it be good, bad, or
indifferent. It matters little, therefore, what the critics say about his last book… so
far as concerns its success as a commercial venture. Everybody will read it,
everybody will talk about it, and the great majority will take the flattering unction to
their souls that they have got their money’s worth.940
Despite this review’s conceit that criticism will have no effect, the critic ranked the book
“immeasurably behind The Innocents Abroad.” Despite it being readable and “in parts
exceedingly amusing,” the book “lacks the freedom and lawless abandon, the sublime
audacity, the unctuous and spontaneous humor, the irresistible drollery” of Twain’s first
European travel book. For the San Francisco Chronicle, the book is largely filled with
“absolutely dull and stupid” passages, despite the occasional quality chapter.941 Ironically,
the review faults Twain for relying on other guidebooks (even though he provides attribution)
and then plagiarizes from the Evening Bulletin’s review, with important differences, by
concluding “It does not matter much, however, so far as the sale of the book is concerned,
whether it is good, bad or indifferent. Mark Twain’s established reputation will cause it to
sell, and people will read it and be disappointed.”942 Whether readers would be satisfied or
not, these reviews forward the familiar critical trope that reviews had little effect on the sales
of Twain’s works.
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These reviewers may have had a point. A Tramp Abroad helped reestablish Mark
Twain’s financial standing as a subscription author after the relatively poor sales of Sketches.
New and Old and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. As Hamlin Hill notes, selections from
Twain’s book were printed widely in newspapers, presumably circulated by the publishers
after a first prospectus was issued in November 1879.943 For his part, Twain discouraged
Frank Bliss from courting newspaper attention, writing shortly after the book’s release in
March that he liked the book “exceedingly well” but that he was concerned with Canadian
pirates and newspapers. He wrote:
I am relieved glad no big newspaper has had a chance to give it a black eye with a
left-handed notice—for in your accompanying statement I see distinct evidence that if
the Gilded Age had been kept away from the newspapers, it would have given
excellent satisfaction & its early sale would not have been “knocked.” It now sells
nearly up to Roughing It—& there never was any reason why it shouldn’t—except
the newspapers. You keep my books strictly out of the newspapers & we’ll find our
profit in it. I never want a book mentioned in anything but the Atlantic.944
In his letter to Bliss, Twain crossed out the line about his desire to have the Atlantic be the
only review. But to Howells he wrote that he had forbidden press copies being sent to
anyone but him, David Gray, and Charles Dudley Warner:
You were the three men whom I could trust to say the good thing if it could be
honestly said; or be & remain charitably silent. I am justified in being afraid of the
general press, because it killed the “Gilded Age” before you had a chance to point out
that there were merits in that book. The sale ceased almost utterly until the adverse
criticisms were forgotten—then began again, & has kept smoothly on. During the
past 12 months (to Jan. 1) it has sold a trifle over 1500 copies—not greatly behind
Innocents & Tom Sawyer, each of which sold a fraction… under 2200 copies—&
hardly any behind Roughing It, which sold 1800.945
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Fearing the effects of other reviews on the financial and critical prospects of his
work, Mark Twain had come to rely on Howells’s literary opinion in the years since he had
visited the offices of the Atlantic Monthly’s to thank the editors for their kind review of The
Innocents Abroad.
Howells replied that he was composing the Atlantic review praising the book:
I have been feebly trying to give the Atlantic readers some notion of the charm and
the solid delightfulness of your book; and now I must tell you privately what a joy it
has been to Mrs. Howells and me. … Mrs. Howells declares it the wittiest book she
ever read, and I say there is sense enough in it for ten books. That is the idea which
my review will try to fracture the average numbscull (sic) with.—Well, you are a
blessing. You ought to believe in God’s goodness, since he has bestowed upon the
world such a delightful genius as yours to lighten its troubles.946
Howells here frames Twain’s “genius” in terms of the charm, “delightfulness,” wit, and
“sense” it contains, which allow it to lighten the troubles of the world. For his part, Twain
responded that the letter had brightened his and Mrs. Clemens’s view of the book, and that
“A check for untold cash could not have made our hearts sing as your letter has done.”947 At
this time, Twain was closely watching the returns on his book, fretting about Canadian
pirates, and angered at the failure of his English publisher to secure timely copyright. To
Moncure Conway, acting as his British agent, he wrote an angry letter about this failure but
also noting the success of the book in America, writing “No book of mine has made so much
talk here, since Innocents Abroad—and to my infinite surprise and delight, it is strongly

946

SLC to Joseph H. Twichell, 24 March 1880, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 09197).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL09197.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
947 SLC to William Dean Howells, 24 March 1880, Hartford, Conn. (UCCL 01774).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL01774.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>

491

complimentary talk. Howells’s “Atlantic” notice has just arrived and pleases me
exceedingly. I enclose it.”948
Howells’s review of A Tramp Abroad from May 1880 is framed as a response to
“serious-minded people” who worry that America was “in danger of degenerating into a
nation of wits.”949 This is due, he argues, to “copyists” who seem to have cheapened the
original humor of Mark Twain, which is “racy of the original soil.” In defense of Twain,
Howells describes a serious undercurrent of Twain’s humor as springing from “a certain
intensity of common sense, a passionate love of justice, and a generous scorn of what is petty
and mean.” Howells notes that other humorists of Twain’s “school” lacked these “earnest”
qualities. As a means to repair Mark Twain’s relationship to quality humor, Howells argues
that Twain’s humor springs from a deeper purpose: “Its wildest extravagance is the break and
fling from a deep feeling, a wrath with some folly which disquiets him worse than other men,
a personal hatred for some humbug or pretension that embitters him beyond anything but
laughter.”950
Unlike his earlier reviews of Twain’s travel books, which focused on the
entertainment stemming from their “realistic” humor, Howells here makes his most strenuous
argument for the moral quality of Twain’s humor, in which laughter is a weapon against
humbug and folly. He writes:
At the bottom of his heart he has often the grimness of a reformer: his wit is turned
by preference not upon human nature, not upon droll situations and things abstractly
948
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ludicrous, but upon matters that are out of joint, that are unfair or unnecessarily
ignoble, and cry out to his love of justice for discipline.951
Increasingly, Howells focused on the ethical aspects of Twain’s humor—implying that
humor was the outer ornament of the serious, artistic value of Twain’s work, framing him as
the heir to James Russell Lowell’s morally serious humor. For Howells, the serious value in
A Tramp Abroad was not only in its laughter at sham, but in its particular representation of
the impressions of the “Western American” encountering Europe for a second time, after
having reflected on the meaning of the contact of Americans with Europe. Howells argues
that the danger is not that the reader will not laugh enough over the book, but that “there is a
possibility that they may not think enough over it.” And what the “average American”
should experience is “much to comfort and stay him in such Americanism as is worth having,
and nothing to flatter him in a mistaken national vanity or a stupid national prejudice.”952
Unlike many of Howells’s reviews of Twain and others while he was editing the Atlantic, this
review focused less on “realistic” literature than on the relation of literature to nation. In the
late 1870s, and through the1880s, the “quality” American humorist for William Dean
Howells was increasingly embodied by one man—“Mark Twain,” whom he would always
refer to as “Mr. Clemens.” This review was Howells’s last review of Twain in the Atlantic
Monthly, as Howells left the magazine in 1881.

951
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ibid.
ibid.
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Figure 26. “The Author’s Memories”953
Figure 27. Frontispiece of A Tramp Abroad954

953

Mark Twain, A Tramp Abroad (1880) (New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 1996), 17.
Mark Twain, A Tramp Abroad (1880) (New York: Oxford University Press, USA, 1996). This
engraving was a late addition to the book and was the first time a frontispiece featured a photograph of
Mark Twain. Twain had a larger role in illustrations for this book than his previous books. Beverly R.
David and Ray Saperstein, “Reading the Illustrations in A Tramp Abroad” in A Tramp Abroad (New York:
Oxford University Press, USA, 1996) 20-25.
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“To make humor all humorous”:
Mark Twain’s New Departures
The year 1881 saw a number of new departures for Twain and Howells. Howells
departed from the Atlantic on March 1, subsequently publishing his novel A Modern Instance
in The Century in 1882. 955 Mark Twain published The Prince and the Pauper in December
1881. He had been working on this book since 1876, but he finished it after writing A Tramp
Abroad. Twain left the American Publishing Company and issued the book, by subscription,
with James R. Osgood, the one-time owner of the Atlantic Monthly who also published
Howells’s most recent novel as a trade publication. Twain would also issue Life on the
Mississippi (1883) with James R. Osgood & Co. before setting up his own subscription firm,
Charles L. Webster and Company, an investment that would follow the boom and bust cycle
Twain had experienced and satirized.
The review of Twain’s new novel in the Atlantic, written by Hjalamar Boyesen under
the title “Mark Twain’s New Departure,” praised Twain for writing a book that no critic
would ascribe to him without knowing it was his—one that seems to be “by Clemens; it does
not seem to be by Twain.”956 Rather than “the most heterogeneous accumulations of illassorted material that ever defied the laws of literature,” Boyesen holds that critics and the
reading public would welcome Twain’s new guise as “the author of a tale ingenious in
conception, pure and humane in purpose, artistic in method, and, with barely a flaw, refined
in execution.” While Twain’s departure would seem to have placed him squarely within the
tradition of quality humor that the Atlantic had long promoted, and continued to promote
under the editorship of Twain’s friend Thomas Bailey Aldrich, the magazine did not publish
955

The Century had come from the demise of Scribner’s Monthly following the death of Josiah Gilbert
Holland in 1881.
956 [Hjalamar Hjorth Boyesen], 48:290 (December 1881), 843-5.
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Twain’s works again and barely commented on him or his books until the 1890s. Only Life
on the Mississippi (1883) was reviewed, and a brief mention was made of Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn (1885);957 the magazine made no mention of A Connecticut Yankee in
King Arthur’s Court (1889) or of Mark Twain’s Library of Humor (1888), a collection edited
by Twain and Howells.
Each of these books, as well as his “Twins of Genius” reading tour with George
Washington Cable in 1884-5, would require an in-depth reading in order to understand the
ways in which Mark Twain’s literary-critical reputation was discussed and transformed in the
1880s. This reading is out of the purview of this dissertation, but it is clear that the critical
debates about Mark Twain’s roles as a humorist on the American and British stages during
his ascension to fame in the 1870s set many of the terms of discussion for his reception in the
1880s and beyond.
However, there is one critical evaluation from the early 1880s that might serve as a
capstone of this dissertation’s history of Mark Twain’s literary reputation. Whereas Howells
had discussed authors and literature in the pages of the Atlantic, he had written only one
extended critical evaluation in that magazine, of Thomas Bailey Aldrich, in the November
1880 issue. In the fall of 1882, Howells published extended critical evaluations of two
American authors—of Mark Twain in September and of Henry James in November. In the
September issue of the Century, Howells wrote a profile entitled “Mark Twain,” which
marked a key moment in the transformation of Twain’s literary-critical reputation to “the

957

In a list of recent books, it was noted that the book was a sequel to Tom Sawyer, but that each book was
complete to itself, ending “Huckleberry Finn, Tom Sawyer’s old comrade, is not only the hero but the
historian of his adventures, and certainly Mr. Clemens himself could not have related them more
amusingly. The work is sold only by subscription.” “Books of the Month,” 55:330 (April 1885), 576.
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most popular humorist who ever lived.”958 The article extended the arguments that Howells
had made in his earlier reviews and highlighted three of the main tropes that were central to
discussions of Twain’s work: the distinction between cruel and humane humor, the American
nature of Twain’s humor, and the moral and artistic quality of Twain’s writing, which was
ultimately serious literature.
The piece begins with a biography of Twain’s early life and literary career. Howells
claims that Twain’s Southern upbringing did not cripple his moral sense: “If the boy’s sense
of justice suffered anything of that perversion which so curiously and pitiably maimed the
reason of the whole South, it does not appear in his books, where there is not an ungenerous
line, but always, on the contrary, a burning resentment of all manner of cruelty and
wrong.”959 Getting to the matter of Twain’s humor, Howells begins with Twain’s tendency
to be autobiographical, which distinguishes him, in Howells’s mind, from the disguises used
by other humor writers such as Ward, Nasby, and Billings. For Howells, Twain’s success is
attributable to the “humane spirit” that had begun to characterize American humor, replacing
“the stupid and monkeyish cruelty of motive and intention” that had previously characterized
American humor. Howells writes that Twain was the first American humorist to be true and
moral: “Except the political humorists, like Mr. Lowell…the American humorists formerly
chose the wrong in public matters; they were on the side of slavery, of drunkenness, and of
irreligion; the friends of civilization were their prey; their spirit was thoroughly vulgar and
base.” Twain, on the other hand, did not offend Howells’s vision of “self-respect” in a
humorist:

958
959

William Dean Howells, “Mark Twain,” The Century, 24:5 (September 1882), 781.
ibid., 780.
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I cannot remember that in Mr. Clemens’s books I have ever been asked to join him in
laughing at any good or really fine thing. But I do not mean to leave him with this
negative praise; I mean to say of him that as Shakespeare, according to Mr. Lowell’s
saying, was the first to make poetry all poetical, Mark Twain was the first to make
humor all humorous. He has not only added more in bulk to the style of harmless
pleasures than any other humorist; but more in that spirit that is easily and wholly
enjoyable.960
This distinction delineates between cruelty and humanity, which places Twain as a humorous
writer who reflects Howells’s views of American character.
For Howells, Twain’s humor is great not only because it is humane, but because it is
“purely and wholly American.” America was a homogenous nation, according to Howells,
and the humor of Twain appealed to the whole of the American people. Howells writes:
In another generation or two, perhaps, it will be wholly different; but as yet the
average American is the man who has risen; he has known poverty, and privation,
and low conditions; he has very often known squalor; and now, in his prosperity, he
regards the past with a sort of large, pitying amusement; he is not the least ashamed
of it; he does not feel that it characterizes him any more than the future does. Our
humor springs from this multiform experience of life, and securely addresses itself…
to the intelligence bred of like experience. It is not of a class for a class; …its
conventions, if it has any, are all new, and of American make.961
This vision of humor as uniquely American rests on a dream of a classless society in which
the American people, or American men more exactly, enjoy a degree of self-sufficiency that
allowed them to deny the class, race, ethnicity, and gender inequalities that threatened a
vision of “America” embodied in certain American characters. Howells’s vision of humor
was based on an ideal view of American character founded on the exclusion of problematic
Americans—in a sense, laughter eased the tensions of Howells’s time.
But Howells could not just accept the view of Twain being merely a humorous writer,
even if he “transcends all other American humorists in the universal qualities.” The final
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ibid., 781.
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move that Howells made was to transform Mark Twain into a serious writer—a
reclassification that Howells tried in several different ways. First, he attempted to redefine
the importance of humor in Twain’s work. “Elsewhere, I have tried to persuade the reader
that his humor is at best the foamy break of a strong tide of earnestness in him,” Howells
writes. But he argues that defining Twain as a humorist is limiting, although Twain has hurt
his case as a moralist by making people laugh too much. “This” he concludes “is the penalty
… of making one’s first success as a humorist.”962 The possibility that Twain’s humor is not
his main importance, but the outward manifestation or ornament of some deeper power,
allows Howells to redefine the moral and artistic worth of Twain. The second tack Howells
took in his reclassification was to define Twain’s writing as moral. He writes: “I shall not
insist here upon Mark Twain as a moralist; though I warn the reader that if he leaves out of
the account an indignant sense of right and wrong, a scorn of all affectation and pretense, an
ardent hate of meanness and injustice, he will come indefinitely short of knowing Mark
Twain.” This moral sense in Twain’s work, Howells writes, is often obscured by his humor,
as his readers do “not believe him serious; they think some joke is always intended.”
Howells thus sets up a dichotomy between the humorous and the serious that operates
in moral and artistic terms. Howells finds Twain’s works to be artistically serious, a fact that
he casts as the foundation of Twain’s worth as a writer. Howells writes that he would “prefer
to speak of Mr. Clemens’s artistic qualities because it is to these that his humor will owe its
perpetuity. All fashions change, and nothing more wholly and quickly than the fashion of
fun.” He continues:
….and Mark Twain would pass with the conditions that have made him intelligible, if
he were not an artist of uncommon power as well as a humorist. He portrays and
962

ibid.
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interprets real types, not only with exquisite appreciation and sympathy, but with a
force and truth of drawing that makes them permanent. …There is no drawing from
casts; in his work evidently the life has everywhere been studied: and it is his
apparent unconsciousness of any other way of saying a thing except the natural way
that makes his books so restful and refreshing.963
The drafting of Twain into the realist camp is accomplished by making Twain’s humor
representative of American life (however ideally imagined) and by valuing his writing as
somehow true to life. For Howells, the question of Twain’s humor is separate from the
question of his value as a literary writer, and the devaluation of his humor is a necessary step
that allows for his ascension to literary worth. This article created the model for a critical
stance that values Twain’s humor as uniquely American in order to devalue the humor as a
shell of the serious writer beneath—a model that allows for Twain to be elevated out of the
discourse of humor without the necessity of examining the cultural place of the humorist.
Howells cements the devaluation of humor at the close of his article by saying that while the
reader may expect an analysis of Twain’s humor, he “prefers” not to because “analyses of
humor are apt to leave one rather serious, and to result in an entire volatilization of humor.”
Over the next decade, other critics followed Howells’s lead in defining Mark Twain
as a serious literary artist, while others continued to devalue his role, questioning the place of
a buffoon in the quality literature of the nation. Most prominently, the English critic
Matthew Arnold attacked Twain’s humor as representative of a vulgar and primitive
literature typical of American character in an essay from May 1882, “A Word About
America.”964 When Arnold visited America the next year, he called on Howells, only to
learn he was in Hartford visiting Mark Twain. Arnold replied, according to Howells’s
memoir of Twain, “Oh, but he doesn’t like that sort of thing, does he?” To which, Mrs.
963
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Howells replied, “He likes Mr. Clemens very much …and he thinks him one of the greatest
men he ever knew.” Later, at a reception in Hartford, Arnold and Twain met at a reception.
Howells’s description is telling:
While his hand laxly held mine in greeting, I saw his eyes fixed intensely on the other
side of the room. “Who—who in the world is that?” I looked and said, “Oh, that is
Mark Twain.” I do not remember just how their instant encounter was contrived by
Arnold’s wish, but I have the impression that they were not parted for long during the
evening, and the next night Arnold, as if still under the glamour of that potent
presence, was at Clemens’s house. I cannot say how they got on, or what they made
of each other; if Clemens ever spoke of Arnold, I do not recall what he said, but
Arnold had shown a sense of him from which the incredulous sniff of the polite
world, now so universally exploded, had already perished.965
At that time, the polite world had not yet perished, and the feud between Twain and Arnold
was yet to come. Unfortunately, this fascinating meeting seems to have left little impression
on the historical record. Only one anecdote of the dinner has been preserved. The Reverend
Edwin Parker, who joined the dinner, left with Arnold after a night in which Twain had kept
his guests in a gale of laughter. Arnold repeated some of the lines, then asked Parker, “And
is he never serious?” to which the minister replied, “Mr. Arnold, he is the most serious man
in the world.”966
When critics discussed the role of humor in American life and letters, it was most
often the figure of “Mark Twain” who was the example of the nation’s humor—not Artemus
Ward, not Bret Harte, not James Russell Lowell. Increasingly, the Arnoldian view of Culture
based on “the power… of intellect and knowledge, the power of beauty, the power of social
life and manners” was used to dismiss Mark Twain, and humor in general, from one version
965

William Dean Howells, My Mark Twain: Reminiscences and Criticisms (New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1910), 28-9.
966 Albert Bigelow Paine, Mark Twain, a Biography; the Personal and Literary Life of Samuel Langhorne
Clemens. Volume 2 (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1912), 758-9. See also Leland Krauth, Mark Twain &
Company: Six Literary Relations (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 2003), especially Chapter
Four.
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of the high culture of America.967 As the criticism of A Tramp Abroad had intimated, Mark
Twain was no longer one of the more prominent of a school of American humor, he had
become a humor unto himself.

Figure 28. Frontispiece to the Century, September 1882968

967

ibid., 686. These are the qualities, along with the “powers of industry and conduct,” that are necessary
to help establish a “national civilisation.”
968 24:5 (September 1882), 642. Puck quoted the Norristown Herald in noting: “If the portrait of “Mark
Twain” in the September Century is a true likeness, the humorist has grown several years younger since
1868” (September 6, 1882), 287.
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Appendix A—Illustrations

Figure 29. Portrait and “Autobiography” from The Aldine: A Typographic Art
Journal969

969

Aldine 4 (April 1871), 52.
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Figure 30. “THE LYCEUM COMMITTEEMAN’S DREAM—SOME POPULAR
LECTURERS IN CHARACTER” (Twain is in the middle, wearing a jester costume)970

970

Harper’s Weekly, November 15, 1873. From Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines,
Volume III: 1865-1885 (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1938), 127. Figures of
note include Petroleum V. Nasby (top left); middle row (from left)—Louis Agassiz, John B. Gough, Henry
Ward Beecher, Theodore Tilton, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony; and bottom row (from
left)—John Hay or Joaquin Miller, Thomas Nast, Mark Twain, Wilkie Collins, and Josh Billings.
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Figures 31 and 32. Twain’s study at Quarry Farm (top), Occupants of Farm, 1874.971

971

SLC and OLC to John Brown, 4 Sept 1874, Elmira, N.Y. (UCCL 01122).
<http://www.marktwainproject.org/xtf/view?docId=letters/UCCL01122.xml;style=letter;brand=mtp>
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Figures 33 and 34. Illustrations of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, from sales
prospectus of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer
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Figure 35. Portrait of Mark Twain by F.D. Millet (1877). Discussed in review of an
exhibition at the New York Academy of Design.972

972

“Contributor’s Club,” Atlantic Monthly, 40:237 (July 1877), 106. “He has caught a difficult expression
exactly, and in delineating it he has not failed to keep all the character in the face.” The magazine did not
include pictures.
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Appendix B—“Artemus Ward” from The Spectator (London)973

ARTEMUS WARD.
Is he gone to the land of no laughter,
This man that made mirth for us all?
Proves death but a silence hereafter
From the sounds that delight or appal?
Once closed, have the lips no more duty,
No more pleasure the exquisite ears;
Has the heart done o'erflowing with beauty,
As the eyes have with tears?
Nay, if aught be sure, what can be surer
That the Earth's good decays not with Earth?
And of all the heart's springs none are purer,
Than the springs of the fountains of mirth.
He that sounds them has pierced the heart's hollows,
The place where tears are and sleep;
For the foam-flakes that dance in life's shallows
Are wrung from life's deep.
He came with a heart full of gladness,
From the glad-hearted world of the West,
Won our laughter, but not with mere madness,
Spake and joked with us, not in mere jest;
For the pain in our heart lingered after,
When the merriment died from our ears,
And those that were loudest in laughter
Are silent in tears.

973

Quoted in “Mark Twain on Artemus Ward” in The Albany Evening Journal. November 29, 1871.
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Appendix C-- Cartoon Portraits and Biographical Sketches of Men of the Day, The
Drawings by Frederick Waddy (London: Tinsley Brothers, 1873). Selections.
Fifty portraits and biographies of prominent men (and one woman) in literature, politics,
religion, science, theater, and other realms. Two Americans—Mark Twain and Henry
Stanley.

Figure 36: Charles Darwin
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BROWNING.
'

*

Please, your honours,' said he, I'm able.
By means of a secret charm, to draw

All creatures living beneath the sun
That creep or swim or fly or run

After

me

so as you never saw

Figure 37. Robert Browning
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I*

SOMETHING LIKE A NOVELIST.

Figure 38. Charles Reade
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Figure 39. Tom Hood, the Younger (Editor of Fun)
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Figure 40: Henry Stanley, American Reporter
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Figure 41: Shirley Brooks, editor of Punch
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Figure 42: Matthew Arnold
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