
 
Student Activity

“Whatever you have lived, you can write – & by hard work & a 
genuine apprenticeship, you can learn to write well; but what you 
have not lived you cannot write, you can only pretend to write 
it...”

– Mark Twain

Samuel Clemens, who came to be known as Mark Twain, was a natural-
born storyteller who was the first writer to recognize that art could be 
created out of the American language. Through his use of carefully 
chosen words and his sharply honed humor, he dealt head-on with 
controversial issues that others were afraid to confront.

 In the film , Samuel Clemens is described as “an 
enormous noticer.” Much of what he noticed as a boy growing up in the 
small Mississippi River town of Hannibal, Missouri, found its way into 
his writings in books such as and 

. He was always noticing whether people 
had their hands in their pockets or not, how they dressed, walked, spoke 
or presented themselves to others. Consider this passage from the first 
chapter of , for example:

Part A. Mark Twain

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

Tom Sawyer

A stranger was before him – boy a shade larger than himself... This boy was well-dressed, too well-dressed 
on a week-day.
This was simply astounding. His cap was a dainty thing, his close-buttoned blue cloth roundabout was new 
and natty, and so were his pantaloons. He had shoes on–nd it was only Friday. He even wore a necktie, a 
bright bit of ribbon. He had a citified air about him that ate into Tom’s vitals.

Let’s find out how much you notice on a typical day. Today, pay special attention to all the details, large and small, of 
your route home from school, of places, buildings and people. Then make a list of what you saw. Try to recall as much 
detail as you can.

All good humorists are “enormous noticers.” Jerry Seinfeld, Jay Leno and David Letterman take current events and 
personalities and, through keen observation and wit, help us discover truths about ourselves and our society. Like 
Twain, they find the inspiration for humor in the little details of real-life situations that aren’t necessarily intended 
to be funny. 

First, on a separate sheet of paper, write a short passage that changes some of the details of what you noticed on your 
route home into something humorous. Now, think about a monologue or episode of your favorite comedy show that 
relies on the “noticing” of details and the sparing use of facts. Describe it to your classmates.

 Under the pen name of Mark Twain, Clemens found the inspiration for humor in the everyday and in real-
life situations that weren’t intended to be humorous:
Part B.

When he was a young reporter in Virginia City, Nevada, Twain encountered a stranger at a billiard 
parlor who proposed a game for half a dollar – even offered to play left-handed after watching Twain 
warm up.  Twain wrote later, But the stranger won the first 
shot, cleared the table, took Twain’s money, 

“I determined,” “to teach him a lesson.”
“and all I got was the opportunity to chalk my cue.”

 Twain said,“If you can play like that with your left hand,” “I’d like to see you play with your right.”

  

Mark Twain. c. 1884. Courtesy of The Mark 
Twain Papers, Bancroft Library
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 the stranger answered. “I can’t,” “I’m left-handed.”

“Humor must not professedly teach, and it must not professedly preach, but it must do both if 
it would live forever.”

– Mark Twain

One time, after burglars had broken into his house and stolen the silverware, Clemens scribbled out and illustrated 
the following notice and tacked it to the front door:

NOTICE

To the Next Burglar

There is nothing but plated ware in this house now and henceforth. You will find it in that brass thing 
in the dining-room over in the corner by the basket of kittens. 

If you want the basket put the kittens in the brass thing. Do not make a noise – it disturbs the family...

Please close the door when you go away!

Very truly yours,

S. L. Clemens

Find some current examples of articles or columns in newspapers or magazines or from the Internet that contain 
humor that appeals to you. Bring your examples to class and explain what it is about them that appeals to you – the 
topic, the writing style, the use of language, etc. Analyze the type of humor you find. Here are some types to consider:

 – an exaggerated, broadly improbable scenario using characters for humorous effectFarce

 – an imitation of someone else’s style for comic effectParody

 – the use of ridicule or sarcasm to expose or attack vices or follies Satire

 – a play on words in which the intended meaning of the words used is directly opposite their usual sense (i.e., 
calling a stupid plan “clever”)
Irony

Then choose a passage from Twain’s writing and analyze the type of humor he used. How different or similar are the 
types of humor?


