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[In the following article, Lane claims that Huckleberry Finn is not just a great American Novel 

but also a literary work of international importance with universal themes and the structure of an 

epic. ] 

Of all forms of literature, the novel is in many ways the hardest to describe with any precision. 

Its relative newness as a form and its varied and complex nature combine to make this so. 

Whenever we try to view such a full and living book as The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 

some of it always escapes our gaze. In fact, apart from its mere physical presence, paper, ink, 

glue, covers, and so forth, it is often easiest to assume that the novel does not exist at all, but only 

the experience of reading it. Each time we read Huckleberry Finn we read a certain book, and 

each time we read it we read a different book. No one of these books is the real Huckleberry 

Finn; in a sense, they all are.  

At the heart of Huckleberry Finn lies a story about real human figures with genuine moral and 

ethical problems and decisions, figures placed in a society which we recognize as having 

everywhere in it the flavor of authenticity—the whole combination treated, for the most part, as 

directly and realistically as possible. I would like to move beyond this primary description or 

definition of Huckleberry Finn, however, and suggest that the novel may contain other elements 

equally important to a full appreciation. I would like to extend the novel in three directions, in 

space, in time, and in degree: in space, by considering some of the ways in which the book 

extends beyond its position as one of the masterworks of American fiction and becomes, if the 

term be allowed, a world novel; in time, by considering how much Huckleberry Finn resembles a 

literary form much older than the novel, the epic poem; and in degree, by considering just how 

much Huckleberry Finn transcends its position as a realistic novel and takes on the forms and 

qualities of allegory.  

A world novel may be defined as that kind of novel whose importance in its own literature is so 

great, and whose impact on its readers is so profound and far-reaching, that it has achieved 

world-wide distinction. In the total picture of world literature, such a novel stands out as a work 

always to be reckoned with. The world novel, however, achieves its position not only through its 
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importance but also because of its essential nature. And in discussing Huckleberry Finn as a 

world novel I shall deal not so much with this importance, as measured by permanent popularity 

and influence, as with the special qualities Huckleberry Finn has in common with certain other 

world novels.  

The first real novel and the first world novel is, by almost universal consent, Cervantes' The 

Adventures of Don Quixote. The most important thing which Don Quixote has bequeathed to the 

novels after it (apart of course from the all-important fact of there being such a thing as a novel 

at all) is the theme which is central to Don Quixote and to almost every great novel since, the 

theme of appearance versus reality. This theme is also central to Huckleberry Finn.  

Even on the simplest plot level the world of Huckleberry Finn is one of deception. The very 

existence of Huck at all is a continual deception—he is supposed to be dead. This falseness in his 

relations with the world at large merely reflects the difference between his standards and those of 

the outside world. Huck's truth and the truth of the world are diametrically opposed. Throughout 

the novel his truth is always cutting through the surfaces of the world's appearance and learning 

the contrary reality beneath. At the climax Huck tells himself, "You can't pray a lie—I found that 

out." That is to say, the lie of appearance is always far different from the truth of reality, and to 

the truly heroic and individual conscience no amount of self-delusion can ever bridge the gap 

lying between.  

In the final section of the book, the theme of appearance versus reality reaches almost 

philosophical proportions. Both because of the way in which Jim's escape is carried out and 

because of the underlying fact of there being no need for him to escape at all, the situation is one 

of total dramatic and moral irony. At the end, however, Twain relaxes the tone, straightens out 

the plot complications, and lets the moral issue fade away. He avoids, in fact, the logical 

conclusion to the kind of disorder he has introduced into his world-in-fiction, a world in which 

the distinction between appearance and reality has, from the reader's point of view, been lost 

forever. For if we cannot tell appearance from reality, if the two do become totally confused and 

impossible to distinguish, the only answer can be the one Twain eventually came to in his most 

pessimistic work, The Mysterious Stranger; that all is illusion, and nothing really exists. In 

Huckleberry Finn, Twain does not yet reach this point of despair. By centering his action within 

the essentially balanced mind of the boy, Huck, he keeps his hold on reality and manages to 

convey this hold to the reader. But the main issue of the novel, between the way things seem and 

the way they are, is nevertheless one that trembles in the balance almost up to the final page.  

Huckleberry Finn also gains its place as a world novel by its treatment of one of the most 

important events of life, the passage from youth into maturity. The novel is a novel of education. 

Its school is the school of life rather than of books, but Huck's education is all the more complete 

for that reason. Huck, like so many other great heroes of fiction—Candide, Tom Jones, Stephen 

Dedalus, to mention only a few—goes forth into life that he may learn. One of the central 

patterns of the novel is the progress of his learning.  

Yet another theme which Huckleberry Finn shares with most of the world's great novels is that 

of man's obsession with the symbols of material wealth. The book opens with an account of the 

six thousand dollars Huck got from the robbers' hoard and ends on the same note. Throughout 



the intervening pages gold is shown to be not only the mainspring of most human action, but 

usually the only remedy mankind can offer to atone for the many hurts they are forever inflicting 

on one another. And as Mr. Lionel Trilling has remarked, in a certain sense all fiction is 

ultimately about money.  

The world novel may also convey a total vision of the nation or people from which it takes its 

origin. It not only addresses the world in a language which is uniquely the language of that 

nation or people, but it brings before the view of the world at large many character types which 

are especially national. In Huckleberry Finn we recognize in Jim, in the Duke and the Dauphin, 

in Aunt Sally, and in Huck himself, typically American figures whom Twain has presented for 

inspection by the world's eye. Huckleberry Finn gains much of its justification as a world novel 

from the fact that it is an intensely American novel as well.  

In his essay on "The Poetic Principle" Poe remarks that "no very long poem will ever be popular 

again." In part, no doubt, Poe bases this remark on his own special definition of poetry. But he is 

also recognizing that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the epic poem was gradually 

dying out as a literary form. Or, to be more precise, it was gradually merging with another form, 

the novel. Much of the poetic form of the epic came from the requirements of oral rendition; with 

the invention of printing, these requirements vanished. More and more writers gradually turned 

to prose fiction as the appropriate form to accomplish what had once been accomplished in the 

epic poem. Some novelists, such as Fielding or Scott, drew quite consciously on epic tradition; 

other novelists and novels, by a more indirect drawing on tradition, took over some of the 

qualities originally associated with epic poetry.  

One quality of the epic poem is simply scope. Some novels confine themselves to treating 

exhaustively and analytically a limited segment of life. But others seem to be constantly trying to 

gather all life into their pages and to say, within a single story, all the important things that need 

to be said. Such novels derive much of their strength from the epic tradition, and Huckleberry 

Finn is such a novel. It has geographical scope. It ranges down the length of the great river and 

cuts through the center of a whole nation. As it does so, it gains further scope by embracing all 

levels of society, from the lowest to the highest. And it has the added scope of its own varying 

qualities, ranging from high comedy to low farce, from the poetic tranquility of life on the raft to 

the mob violence and human depravity always waiting on the shore.  

Epic poetry gives literary form to the national destiny of the people for whom it is written. 

Huckleberry Finn gives literary form to many aspects of the national destiny of the American 

people. The theme of travel and adventure is characteristically American, and in Twain's day it 

was still a reality of everyday life. The country was still very much on the move, and during the 

novel Huck is moving with it. Huck's movements also embody a desire to escape from the 

constrictions of civilized society. Such a desire is of course not uniquely American, but during 

the nineteenth century Americans took it and made it their own. The American of that time could 

always say, as did Huck at the very end of the story, "I reckon I got to light out for the territory 

ahead of the rest, because Aunt Sally she's going to adopt me and sivilize me, and I can't stand it. 

I been there before." Another specially American theme is that of the Negro, and Huck is faced 

with this problem throughout the story. Starting with the typically American prejudices and easy 

generalizations about Jim, he is gradually shocked into an increasingly complex awareness of 



Jim as a human being. And although Huck's relations with Jim do not so much embody a 

national attitude as suggest how the nation may purge itself of one, the theme of the Negro is still 

one which achieves epic stature in Huckleberry Finn.  

The epic hero is usually an embodiment of some virtue or virtues valued highly by the society 

from which he has sprung. Huck has many such virtues. He holds a vast store of practical 

knowledge which makes itself felt everywhere in the story. He knows the river and how to deal 

with it; and he knows mankind and how to deal with it. And he has the supreme American virtue 

of never being at a loss for words. In fact Huck, though he still keeps some of the innocence and 

naïveté of youth, has much in common with one of the greatest of epic heroes, Odysseus, the 

practical man. Jim also has some of the qualities of an epic hero. He has strength and courage, 

and he possesses the supreme virtue of epic poetry, loyalty. It is part of Twain's irony that in 

Huck and Jim we have, in one sense, the two halves of an epic hero. In Huck, the skill and 

canniness; in Jim, the strength and simple loyalty.  

In the society along the shore we see traces of other epic values, values which have survived 

from a more primitive world. The Grangerford-Shepherdson feud strikes the modern reader as a 

senseless mess, but as Huck says, "There ain't a coward amongst them Shepherdsons—not a one. 

And there ain't no cowards amongst the Grangerfords either." Huck sees the essential folly 

behind this courage, but the reader, one degree further removed from the harsh reality, is allowed 

the luxury of a double vision. Similarly, Colonel Sherburn, destroying a lynching mob merely by 

the courage of his presence, illustrates another epic theme, the bravery of one against many.  

One final quality which Huckleberry Finn derives from its epic ancestry is its poetry. The novel 

is full of poetry. Not just the passages of lyric description, which mark a pause between the main 

actions and give a heightened and more literary tone just as they often did in the traditional epic, 

but also the many similes and turns of speech Huck uses, which, if they are not quite Homeric, 

are certainly unforgettable. And much of the exaggerated language of the frontier world, one not 

far removed in kind from that of the primitive migrations, is also a natural part of the epic style.  

Allegory may be defined simply as the representation of one thing in the form of another. A 

second definition, more germane to literature, is that allegory is a process by which the spiritual 

is embodied in the physical. To go one step further, the main purpose of allegory is somehow to 

embody a spiritual action in a physical action. By making a suitable physical object stand for 

some metaphysical one, or at least for one which cannot be contained in the terms of normal, 

everyday life, the writer carries out one of the main purposes of all art, which is to bring to its 

audience, through the representation of real objects, an awareness and knowledge which 

transcend the limitations of such reality. Allegory, that is, deals primarily with matters of the 

spirit.  

This assumption helps to explain why the great allegories deal either with a physical journey or a 

physical conflict or both. For a spiritual change, when embodied allegorically, will take the form 

of a meaningful physical journey through symbolic space. And a spiritual conflict, when 

embodied allegorically, will take the form of a real physical conflict between significant forces, 

each of them representing some metaphysical quality.  



Although all novels are in a certain sense descended from Don Quixote, it is also true that in 

another sense all novels, and especially English ones, are descended from Bunyan's Pilgrim's 

Progress. The main difference between the allegorical novel as we know it today and Bunyan's 

narrative of the human soul is that whereas in Pilgrim's Progress we have an allegory that tends 

to turn into a novel, in most modern instances we have a novel that tends to turn into an allegory. 

As the author, whether he be Melville or Mann or Twain, develops and elaborates his original 

materials, he may become aware of certain meaningful connections which are tending to 

establish themselves between the physical objects and the physical narrative he is describing and 

the related spiritual values and conflicts. Drawing on a tradition which has existed for a long 

time in literature and which is a natural part of the artistic process in any form, the author finds 

himself writing allegory. And this is what happened to Mark Twain. Writing as he was a  great 

novel, his masterpiece in fact, he organized and related certain physical materials to certain 

metaphysical conditions so that their relationship became meaningful in a special way—became, 

in short, allegory.  

Huckleberry Finn is the story of a journey, a real journey. If we are to find any meaning in 

Huck's journey beyond the literal level, we must seek it first in the medium through which Huck 

journeys, in the great river down which he drifts during much of the story. And Huck's 

movements take on at least the external form of a basic symbolic pattern, one seen in such poems 

as Shelley's Alastor, Arnold's The Future, and Rimbaud's Bateau Ivre, a pattern stated most 

directly in Prometheus Unbound, "My soul is an enchanted boat." Implicit in this pattern is the 

suggestion that the river journey can have a distinctly metaphysical quality, that it can be, in fact, 

a journey of the soul as well as of the body. This suggestion is not at all arbitrary. Of all forms of 

physical progression, that of drifting downstream in a boat, or on a raft, is the most passive one 

possible. The mind under such conditions is lulled, as Huck's mind is, into the illusion that it has 

lost all contact with reality and is drifting bodilessly through a world of sleep and of dreams. 

Thus the nakedness of Huck and Jim when they are alone on the raft becomes a symbol of how 

they have shucked off the excrescences of the real world, their clothes, and have come as close 

as possible to the world of the spirit.  

All journeys, even allegorical ones, must have a goal. What is the goal of Huck's journey? We 

find the answer in what happens while Huck and Jim float down the river. The pattern is, very 

simply, one of an ever-increasing engagement of the world of the raft, of the spirit, with the 

world of the shore, of reality. As the book progresses, more and more Huck tells about events 

that take place on the banks, and less and less he tells about those that take place out on the river. 

No matter how hard Huck and Jim try to escape, the real world is always drawing them back into 

it. Finally, in the Duke and the Dauphin, themselves fleeing for the moment from the harsh 

reality of the river's shores, the real world invades the world of the raft, and the latter loses 

forever the dream-like and idyllic quality it has often had for the two voyagers. The climax of 

Huck's lyric praise of the river comes significantly just before this mood is shattered forever by 

the arrival of the Duke and the Dauphin.  

Parallel to this pattern of the ever-increasing engagement of the world of the shore with that of 

the raft is a pattern which begins with Huck's pretended death, a death which is actual to all the 

world but Huck and Jim. The symbolic fact of his death accomplished, Huck must find an 

identity with which he can face the real world. His assumption of various such identities forms a 



significant pattern. The various masks he assumes, starting with that of a girl, as far removed 

from the reality as possible, gradually draw back nearer the truth. Huck's final disguise, as Tom 

Sawyer, is only slightly removed from his real self. When he is about to reveal this real self and 

is instead taken for Tom, Huck almost recognizes the meaning of his journey. For he says to 

himself, "But if they was joyful, it warn't nothing to what I was; for it was like being born again, 

I was so glad to find out who I was."  

This, then, is the allegory of Huckleberry Finn. Dying symbolically almost at the opening of the 

novel, Huck journeys through the world of the spirit, ever working out a pattern of increasing 

involvement with the world of reality and with his own self, both cast aside at the beginning of 

the journey. Only when he is finally forced to assume this real self in the eyes of the world, 

through the sudden arrival of Aunt Polly, is he allowed to learn the all-important truth Jim has 

kept from him throughout the novel, that his Pap "ain't comin back no mo." We cannot say that 

Huck has undergone a total initiation and is now fully prepared to take on adulthood, but neither 

can we doubt that he has undergone a knowledgeful and maturing experience. And at the end of 

the story he is about to undertake another journey, this time to the west, in search of further 

experience and further knowledge. 
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