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Mark Twain began work on Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in July of 1876.  The original working title for 
the book was “Huck Finn’s Autobiography,” and it was clear that a major emphasis of the project was 
Huck telling the story in his own words.  (This is one of the literary accomplishments of the novel: it was 
the first novel written entirely in the vernacular.)  Twain seems to have been rather lukewarm in his 
enthusiasm for it.  He even wrote to a friend that he might pigeonhole it or burn the manuscript when he 
was done.

He worked on it sporadically - sometimes leaving off for intervals of two to three years - over the next 
seven years, finally producing a manuscript of 1,361 pages.  In the mean time, he finished and published 
three other books: A Tramp Abroad (1880), The Prince and the Pauper (1881), and Life on the Mississippi 
(1883).  It may have been his trip down the Mississippi River in preparation for the writing of the latter that 
inspired him to complete Huckleberry Finn in 1883.

It was first published in England and Canada on December 12, 1884.  Publication in the United States 
was delayed until February 18, 1885 due to a malicious prank by a printer’s employee.  He deliberately 
defaced the plate for one of the illustrations making it into a lewd joke.  Thirty thousand copies had 
already been printed, and a new plate had to be created to repair these copies and for all subsequent 
ones.

The book got generally good reviews but was criticized and even banned by some libraries.  The Concord 
(Massachusetts) Library Committee called it “the veriest trash” as well as “rough, course, and 
inelegant...”,  describing it as “...being more suited to the slums than to intelligent, respectable, people.”
Twain was amused.  He commented to his editor, “This will sell us another five thousand copies for sure!”
Some accounts quote him as saying “twenty-five thousand copies.”

It did in fact sell better initially than any of his other novels did on their original publication, possible 
because of the controversy surrounding it.  The original publication in book form included 175 original 
illustrations by Edward W. Kemble.  Twain also allowed it to be excerpted in three installments in The 
Century Magazine between December, 1884, and February, 1885, even assisting with the editing for the 
excerpts.  The first American edition was published by subscription through Twain’s own publishing 
house, Charles L. Webster and Company, which was run by his nephew, Charles Webster.

They planned on putting out a combined edition of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn, Twain even going to the extent of editing Huckleberry Finn to be more compatible with 
the much shorter Tom Sawyer.  Unfortunately, the owner of the rights to Tom Sawyer, Elisha Bliss, 
refused to sell.  For a later edition of Huckleberry Finn, the manuscript was typewritten before being sent 
to the publisher, becoming the first manuscript to be so handled.

In 1885, Twain was asked to donate his original manuscript to a public library in Buffalo, New York.  He 
readily agreed to do so, only to discover that he could not locate the first half of the manuscript, only the 
second half (presumably the part that he finished in 1883 when he finally completed the writing).  
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Approximately nineteen months later, he found the first half of the manuscript and sent it through his 
business manager to the library, an official for which wrote a letter acknowledging receipt of the same.  
For some mysterious reason, the first half was never put on display and remained lost for more than a 
hundred years.  In 1990, it was discovered in some vault or other of the library, and for the first time the 
entire original manuscript was available.

In 1891, what could be termed a “cheap edition” of Huckleberry Finn was published with only forty-four 
illustrations.  In the Webster and Company’s 1892 catalogue, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was listed 
in the cheap edition ($1.00), cloth-bound edition ($2.75), and leather-bound “library” edition ($3.25).  
Huckleberry Finn was also offered in a boxed set with The Prince and the Pauper, and A Connecticut 
Yankee in King Arthur’s Court ($6.00).

New editions of the book were brought out in 1896 and 1899, during Twain’s lifetime.  The novel was 
reprinted with permission various times by various companies over the decades since Twain’s death in 
1910.  In the 1940s it began to be lionized as a great American novel, perhaps the greatest American 
novel ever written, but there are several contenders for that title, and it depends upon whom you ask.

In 1985, the Mark Twain Project published what was then the authoritative text of the novel with all the 
original illustrations.  Since the finding of the first half of the original manuscript, they have redone this 
volume in light of now having the entire original text available.  Previous to 1990, the first edition copies 
and the typewritten copy of the manuscript were the oldest available sources for the first half of the story.  
The replacement edition of the authoritative text was published in 2001, and remains the final word on this 
great American classic.
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