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INTRODUCTION 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, by Mark Twain, broke new ground with its use of the 
American vernacular and its portrait of the relationship between whites and blacks, a 
portrait that is sometimes marked by tenderness and redemption. It is, however, always 
candid in its unsentimental characterization of the cruel culture of slavery. More than 
anything, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is about a friendship between two 
individuals, both of whom seek freedom in one form or another.  

This guide includes the following: 

● A brief biography of Mark Twain 

● Some historical background to situate the story 

● A glossary of terms with illustrations 

● Important issues that must be addressed before beginning 

● Discussion questions for each chapter 

● A list of broader questions suitable for closing discussions and essay assignments 

We recommend that the teacher read Chapter 1 aloud to help orient the students to the 
language and imagery of the text. Beginning with Chapter 2, however, students should 
read on their own. Generally, the reading assignments should fall somewhere between 
twenty and thirty pages.  

The discussion questions are intended for the teacher’s use only. These questions should 
not be given to the students, nor should they be used as the basis for comprehension 
quizzes or tests. Rather, the questions are intended to help the teacher lead lively, 
penetrating discussions. 
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The list of broader questions at the close of the guide should be consulted occasionally. 
The relevance of those questions may arise in the discussions earlier than anticipated. 
They are suitable both for broader discussions and essay assignments.  

Finally, there are a great number of characters to keep track of in this story. We 
recommend the students keep a running list in their notebooks. 

   
BIOGRAPHY 

Mark Twain was the pseudonym used by Samuel Clemens (1835-1910). "Mark twain" is 
a maritime term picked up by young Clemens when he piloted a Mississippi River 
steamboat in his early twenties. A river pilot utilized a weighted line of rope that, when 
dropped into the water, measured the water's depth. The measurement informed the 
pilot as to whether the river was deep enough for steamboat travel. There were 
graduated marks on the line, each one indicating a depth measurement. The word 
"twain" is an archaic term for the number two; thus, "mark twain" literally means mark 
number two. The second line mark indicated a water depth of two fathoms—the 
equivalent of four yards or twelve feet; two fathoms was considered a safe depth for 
steamboat travel. Samuel Clemens would later write in his autobiography that he 
borrowed the name from Captain Isaiah Sellers, who was the first to adopt it.  

Mark Twain was born in Florida, Missouri, and raised just forty miles away in the 
frontier town of Hannibal, the hometown of his fictional character, Huckleberry Finn. 
From that humble background, Twain rose to fame and fortune, traveling the world as 
one of its most beloved public figures. By the latter part of the nineteenth century and 
early twentieth, few celebrities were in as high a demand for their public speaking. 
Similarly, few authors can claim comparable, lasting influence on the American literary 
scene. William Faulkner called Mark Twain “the father of American literature,” and 
Ernest Hemingway remarked in 1935, “All modern American literature comes from one 
book by Mark Twain called ‘Huckleberry Finn.’ It's the best book we've had. All 
American writing comes from that. There was nothing before. There has been nothing 
as good since.”  That may well be a point of debate, but Twain’s greatest book certainly 1

makes the short list of the great American classics. 

 Ulin, David L. “Celebrating the genius of Huckleberry Finn.” The Los Angeles Times, November 14, 2010. 1
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For more on the life of this author, we recommend Ken Burns’ documentary series, Mark 
Twain  plus a visit to Twain’s home in Hartford, Connecticut, where he penned The 2

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  3

THE WORLD OF HUCK AND JIM, SOME HISTORICAL BACKGROUND  

Before the students begin reading this story, it is useful for them to situate it through 
some brief presentation of the historical backdrop, particularly since the book touches 
on sensitive issues of race relations in America. Although the book was written and 
published in the 1880s, Twain sets the action of the story forty years prior, which places 
the narrative somewhere in the 1830s-1840s. A brief lecture about this time in American 
history would be appropriate if the students have not already studied that period.  

Much of the story takes place in Missouri, along the Mississippi River. Hannibal, 
Missouri, is the hometown of Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer, and it is where Jim is 
enslaved; it is where the readers first meet all three of these characters. Hannibal was 
only first populated just after the Louisiana Purchase (1803), meaning that in the 1830s 
and 1840s it was still a fairly new settlement on the cusp of the wilderness that 
expanded westward. By 1830 the town had a population of thirty, but from then on it 
grew, largely due to its convenient access to the Mississippi River. Steamboats and trade 
on the Mississippi would have been an essential part of Huck’s world.  

The story takes place twenty to thirty years prior to the American Civil War, placing it 
during a time when the country was still plagued by the scourge of slavery. In the 1830s 
and 1840s, the debate over the issue of slavery was raging, as is referenced by Huck 
when he mentions the “Ablitionists” (53). The argument for the practice of slavery had 
shifted from being rationalized as a necessary evil to being justified as a positive good—

most often with a romanticized paternalism towards the black slaves. In the debate over 
this barbarous practice, Missouri fell on the pro-slavery side; following the Missouri 
Compromise of 1820, it was officially a slave state. By the 1840s, there were some free 
blacks in Missouri, but they faced severe ostracization. Slavery was ingrained in 
everyday life. For boys like Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn, slave culture would be part of 
the world they inhabited. Generally speaking, the world around them—parental figures, 
religious and community leaders, teachers, and other authority figures—normalizes the 
practice. This can be a difficult concept for contemporary students to grasp, but it is an 
important one for understanding the world of Huck Finn and for grasping the unusual 
relationship that develops between Huck and Jim. 

 www.pbs.org/kenburns/mark-twain2

 www.marktwainhouse.org3
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There were farms and plantations along the Mississippi River, and steamboat traffic on 
the river was essential for the growing economy. The story tells us little about Huck’s 
family other than that it is poor; Huck is a member of the white lower class. His poverty 
is, therefore, only different from Jim’s in that the latter is a slave. As the two travel on 
the Mississippi River, they encounter various towns and cities, which provide a glimpse 
of what life was like at the time; these encounters also provide a contrast with the river 
life that Huck and Jim experience.  

For more background to the story and further discussion of the historical circumstances, 
teachers can listen to the Cana Academy Classics podcast episodes in which Twain 
scholar and Professor Emeritus of English at the University of Notre Dame, Thomas 
Werge, discusses this book: 

www.canaacademy.org/classics/classics-episode-1 

www.canaacademy.org/classics/classics-episode-2 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

SAMPLE 

Chapter 18 

1. Describe Col. Grangerford. Huck describes him at length. Try to picture him. What 
kind of man is he? 

2. How does Huck describe the various Grangerfords? 

3. What kind of people are the Shepherdsons? 

4. What is going on with the two families? What is the feud about? 

5. Why does Huck say that Baldy Shepherdson is a coward? What do you make of 
Buck’s response? 

6. What does Huck think about the two families? What happens in the church scene? 

7. What do you think of Huck’s response to the men hunting down the two boys and 
shooting them?  
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8. What does Huck do and say when he comes across the body of Buck? The scene is 
brief; Huck does just one thing and says just the one line. Still, what do we learn 
about Huck from this scene? 

9. This is the longest amount of time Huck has spent in a town and off the river since 
the beginning of his journey with Jim. Are there any noticeable differences about life 
in this town versus life on the river? Detail these differences. 

10. How does Huck feel when he and Jim are back on the raft? Compare it with what he 
experienced on shore. Why is he happy to be back? Why does the raft feel like home 
to him? 

    

The full guide Leading a Seminar on The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is available in our 
online shop for $10. Click here to visit the product page.
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