352:338 American Literature of the 19th Century

Open Book Essay Quiz, February 20, 2009         Name: __________________________

1. Soon after he began work on The Connecticut Yankee, Twain said:  

I expect to write three chapters a year for thirty years; then the book will be done. I am writing it for posterity only: my posterity; my great grandchildren. It is to be my holiday amusement for six days every summer the rest of my life. Of course I do not expect to publish it; nor indeed any other book.

2.  Nevertheless, he did complete and publish the book, saying to a prospective illustrator:

You know, this Yankee of mine has neither the refinement nor weakness of a college education; he is a perfect ignoramus; he is boss of a machine shop; he can build a locomotive or a Colt's revolver, he can put up and run a telegraph line, but he's an ignoramus, nevertheless. 

3.  Afterwards, in his Autobiography, Twain said: 

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court was an attempt to imagine, and after a fashion set forth, the hard conditions of life for the laboring and defenseless poor in bygone times in England, and incidentally con​trast these conditions with those under which the civil and ecclesiastical pets of privilege and high fortune lived in those times. I think I was purposing to con​trast that English life, not just the English life of Ar​thur's day but the English life of the whole of the Middle Ages, with the life of modern Christendom and modern civilization--to the advantage of the lat​ter, of course.

Twain frequently offered to explain The Connecticut Yankee, but his explanations could be both inconsistent and need explanations in themselves, as in the samples above from the humorist. Please think through the questions and make a plan before you begin to write your essay. Be sure to state your case and to develop it with supporting evidence. First, which one (1) of the three "explanations" above do you find most helpful in understanding the book, and what do you understand Twain to be saying in it?  Second, discuss the actual passages in the book that best support the explanation you selected. In these passages, how do you to try to make sense of what Twain wrote?  (Be concrete and specific: quote in brief or refer to each passage with actual page and chapter numbers.) Finally, when you reflect on the entire book today, 120 years after Twain put it together, do you regard it as primarily amusing as entertainment or serious as satire, that is to say, as mostly funny or unfunny? Please explain.  

This is an open book exam for which you should use your texts and reading notes. However, please don't just summarize the book, echo the class discussions, or paraphrase the instructions. Instead, show the depth, extent, and quality of your actual reading of Twain.  Write on the back of this sheet and, if necessary, on additional sheets.
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