Picture


Mark Twain creates a picture for the reader with his word choice and his ability to create openings for the reader to be an observer within his novels. This style of writing allows the reader to become an observer in the action that is going on within his novels. In the novels The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Life on the Mississippi, Twain creates windows in his settings and scenes so that the reader becomes an observer. The picture frames that the reader is given are more apparent in Tom Sawyer because the narration is in the third person whereas Life on the Mississippi is written in first person, which forces the reader into the picture that is created in the novel. In the way that picture is created from the narration the consequence is also measureable by how close the reader is to the narrator.


In Tom Sawyer the best example of Twain’s ability in creating a picture to allow the reader to become an observer of the scene is in the graveyard. The picture of observation is created when the boys retreat to the trees and, “A faint wind moaned through the trees and Tom feared it might be the spirit of the dead, complaining at being disturbed,” (50). In this scene we have several rings of observation creating this picture. In the middle are Injun Joe, Muff Potter and Dr. Robinson; outside of them is Tom and Huck observing their actions; outside of them is the reader who is given the same window of observation to peer through the trees as to what happens to Dr. Robinson. This scene shows how Twain was able to create a picture or window of observation without telling the reader what he was doing. Since the boys are observing from outside the focus of action they are completely out of harm and even are able to run off and sign an oath between each other. 


In Life on the Mississippi Twain has to use the narrators voice to create a picture. This is done a lot easier in the narration of the story because the reader is forced to see through the narrators eyes. Twain overcomes this and creates windows of observation for the reader to see what is going on through description. In the scene where the narrator is left for the first time by Bixby and is challenged on his confidence, at the end of the story we are given a window of observation when the narrator, “heard the door close gently. I looked around, and there stood Mr. Bixby…Then the audience in the hurricane deck,” (79). Here we see the narrator looking around and then down onto the deck from the pilot house, which is our window of observation. We are also able to see the consequence at hand in the narrators fear of wrecking the boat ad killing everyone and being humiliated.


Both novels use pictures to tell their stories by allowing the reader to become an observer. Tom Sawyer allows more observation to be done from the outside because the pictures are created by Tom’s “games” that virtually have no consequences. This narration uses picture to remove the reader from any real consequence like Tom’s “games” remove him from any real harm. In Life on the Mississippi, the picture that is created puts the reader right next to the narrator as an observer making everything have a consequence that may or may not end in death. This picture is created by the narration because the reader is seeing through the narrators eyes and can see that there is a real danger in the picture that is created.


Mark Twain used picture in these novels to help tell the stories but also used it to satirize the theme of consequence in each novel. The closer the reader was to seeing the greater picture through the narrator’s eyes the closer danger was and the consequences became greater. Likewise the further the reader was from the narrator the further danger was and the consequences were lessened. With his word choice Mark Twain was able to create a picture for the reader to observe the novel. 

Hero


To become a hero in Mark Twain’s novels you must do nothing, which appears to be heroic, and risk everything. In Life on the Mississippi and Tom Sawyer the characters that are seen as heroes do nothing that would be striking as heroic. Even if we look at a hero in the lightest sense that if someone is doing a good deed then they are a hero, the hero’s in these novels do virtually nothing that would characterize them as a hero. 


In Life on the Mississippi Bixby is marked as a hero for driving the steam boat over Hat Island. In becoming a hero all Mr. Bixby does is, “put his wheel down and stand on a spoke,” (43) followed by him turning off the engines and drifting down stream and then yells, “Now, let her have it – every ounce you’ve got!” (44) signaling to turn the engines on full steam. Bixby is successful in navigating over Hat Island in the dark, but all he does is stand at the wheel. Not only does he do nothing to become a hero, but he also risks every ones lives in the process of navigating over Hat Island. It is in this scene that we see that a hero does nothing to become a hero but has to risk everything. Later on the actions of Bixby are trivialized by the story of another pilot that does the same thing in his sleep. 


With the idea of risking it all, the narrator in explains another act of heroics through the actions of a pilot staying at the wheelhouse. The narrator says, “One of the pilots whom I had known when I was on the river had died a very honorable death. His boat caught on fire, and he remained at the wheel until he got her safe to land,” (260) but this is not a heroic because this is what pilots were trained to do. This means that the notion of being a hero in Life on the Mississippi is risking every one’s life by doing nothing rather than saving every one’s life.


Similarly in Tom Sawyer the notion of becoming a hero is not actually doing a good deed but is running away for a couple of days to play pirates with your friends. In this adventure Tom goes off to Jackson Island with Huck Finn and Joe Harper and camp out for three days and upon their return to their own funerals, “What a hero Tom was become now!” (88) for running away and playing. So for Tom to become a hero he did not have to do anything nor risk anything, unlike in Life on the Mississippi. This shows that the notion of becoming a hero in this novel one does not have to do anything nor risk anything because upon the boys return Toms aunt and Joes mother, “smothered them with kisses and poured out thanksgivings,” (85). On the contrary Tom does do a good deed for Becky Thatcher but is not defined as a hero.


After Becky and Tom get out of the cave and Becky has told her father what he had done for them to get out of the cave, and what Tom had done for her at school Tom is not seen as a hero but rather, “Judge Thatcher had conceived a great opinion of Tom,” (151).  Once again showing the notion of becoming a hero is trivialized in Twain’s novels because to be a hero one must do nothing to be a hero.


It is the trivialization of the notion of the hero that is in Mark Twain’s novels. Rather than making the hero the corner stone of his stories the act of being a hero is only found in those that actually do nothing rather than doing something heroic. This is explained over and over throughout Twain’s novels with examples of people acting out heroic acts not being given the title of becoming a hero. 

Truth


In both Tom Sawyer and Life on the Mississippi there is no truth. Truth does not exist in either of these novels because whenever something or someone is telling the truth there is a lie or hoax behind it. To tell the truth in these novels you must lie because the truth does not exist. Mark Twain makes use of this in both novels through hoaxes and games. If something reads like a full fact or truth from text or from a character it is more than likely a lie.


In the beginning of Life on the Mississippi Mark Twain begins with a lie saying that, “No other river has so vast a drainage basin: it draws its water supply from … Delaware, on the Atlantic seaboard, and from all the country between that and Idaho” (1). The lie is that the Mississippi river drains from Delaware which is impossible because it is on the east side of the Appalachian Mountains and drains into the Chesapeake Bay. The truth of this statement is that the Mississippi drains from Idaho. This opening shows that the novel will contain lies and truths in the same context but more than likely they are lies. 


One of the most significant lies in the novel is when the narrator is traveling “incognito” and it talking to one of the pilots. This scene he is attempting to pull a hoax on the pilot by asking him questions about piloting that he already knew (134-138). It is not until the end of this chapter where we discover that it was the pilot that was lying, and not the narrator, when the pilot says, “Here! (calling me by name) you take her and lie a while.” (138). Here we have a great example of truth and lies mixed. The pilot is telling the narrator lies so that he can allow the narrator to fall into his trap; while the narrator is lying to the pilot attempting to play himself off as a random passenger. 


In Tom Sawyer we are introduced to not believe anything that Tom says because his aunt says in the beginning, “Ain’t he played me tricks enough like that for me to be looking out for him by this time? But…he never plays them alike, two days,” (12). This beginning shows us that Tom is not to be trusted from the beginning because he is constantly playing tricks and always coming up with new ones because he does not use the same one over again. Similar to Life on the Mississippi we are introduced to the novel with the notion that lies will be present throughout the story when there is and is not supposed to be truth. 


The truth being told in the court is very striking because it is in fact lie. For Injun Joe he is under Oath and says that Muff Potter killed Dr. Robinson. This lie shakes the boys because he is not struck dead. More interesting though is Tom’s confession in court because he does not ever say that Injun Joe killed Dr. Robinson but it is his actions that make him guilty. Also it is the notion that Tom is under two oaths when he is confessing, one with the law and the other with Huck Finn in a sworn secrecy to silence. This truth stands out because he is lying to Huck as he makes his confession because he is breaking their oath. 


The notion of lying becomes a theme in these novels because the truth ends up being a lie. These novels play on the fact that all truths are lies in one way or another because the person who is telling the truth is either telling it to better themselves or is telling a lie that is supposed to stand in for a truth. In the end most truths become lies and lies are lies making it had to distinguish the difference between truths and lies. 
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