
as a Critic 

On of Mark 'l1wainta better known a.tt in ts at criti­

cie is all d, "eni ore Cooper's Lit rary Offense"· Th 

f1rat time I read thi article I \·" s much amus d. But, on 

more careful tudy, I realized that uch of th criticism, , 

whJ.. witty, was inaccurat. 

Ref rring to Webster. I fin that a er tic is, "on 

killed .in ju ging th merit of literary or artistic work", 

but I also find that a critic is, "one given to harsh or cap­

tious jud~.ent". Too often, If r, a critic surr nd s to 

the urge to be witty forgetting that wit is cru l or critical 

mil h or is kindly or ymp t tic. 

Perh p the classic exampl of wit in th atrical 

critici mis LJorothy Parker's remark to a famou actress dur­

ing the inte is ion on opening ni ht when sh said, "Don' 

look now but your show is slipning". T, don't know today 

whether s es oke t e truth but I am sure, havin< thoue)lt of 

the rem rk, she would have used it nyr,,ay. 

In th. sam c·tegory of unkina an inaccurat eriti­

ci m w find the opening ar raph of the article we re con­

sidering. Twin ys, "In on plac in D ers ay rand in th 

r stricted apaoe of two-third of a page Cooper has scored 

114 offenses ag inst literary art out. of a pos i.bl,, 115". 

Dase on th vera e of 4$0 word to each p e in Cooper's 

books, this means n error every other word, n obviol.l.8 

impossibility. Further con id ration of the articl p e­

cludes the pos ibility that 'I'w in was seeking emphasi through 

exaggeration. 



~wa1 votes ev ral pages to generalizat on, and 

inoe most of the p-oin s he brings up are q est ions of o inion, 

and furth r since he fails to give the r ferenees on which he 

bises his ass rtions, his i eas are hard to valuate. 0 e 

claim he m kes can b anew red. He st tes th~t in ''Deerslayer" 

Cooper violates the literary requir ment thnt "per onage in 

a tale hall exhibit uff'icient xcuse for b .. in:T ther "• I 

was ·unabl to find a single character in "D erslayer" whos 

inclusion as not necessary to further the plot or to develop 

aract .. rization. Perh p..:i he thought ,hat he book hould not 

have been written at all. 

However, hen he starts on Cooper a a woodsman, th 
for e 

going is easier/ Twain re .rs to fiv tricks" of 1oodcraft 

u ed by Cooper as iri1po ible and ther fore musing; but, if 

we can believe our arly fronti rsmen, Cooper is right and 

Twain ·wrong. 

Daniel Boone complained oft e diffi ulty in corr ctly 

estimating the nuu1b r in u party of Indian b c use th y trod 

in each others footprints; one cf Uooper's tricl·s about which 

Twain complains. 

Twain m<mtion the ''hundred t. ings" in the l·mods "handier 

to step on" than a dry twig. Perha s there re, but anyone who 

has aver tried stalkin& 

Cooper. 

deer or ev n a grouse will ide with 

ifu.oh to T, ain' s amu ment, Cooper m kes use of the 

undertow t one point in Lr.'· Onta:rio to pr , vent e v ssel 

from being blown on a lee hor~ during gale. The shore 



s quite accurately located in ttptthf1nder" nd mod rn ch.rts 

indie te th: t th:i e:.trrent actually xi t tod y. 

Agai · Cooper's hero uses a cannon ball that roll. out 

of the wo d ,o locate a nearby fort. Twain a its that th 

annon ball ay h ve roll d to their fe t but fail-., to re~li , 

that th path of thi ball must po nt like an arrow to the fort 

nd would be all th t traine ioods an uld n d to locat 

it. 

Twain refers to, "the violation of the eternal las 

of n turen ihen he (Cooper by proxy) turned a runnin" tr a 

o t of its course, and there, in lush in its old bed, were 

oc a in tr ck. If Twain doubt d thi , he could 1 ve tri d 

it as I did. As the w ter b earn. lower, JD£:MX:iaH'.lOOGKlmb8a!XJ(jID 

the marks show d up very plainly. 

The pisode of the Attack on the rk is used by T in 

in or r to prove that Cooper was not an ob erving triter. By 

misquoti.g Cooper nd by a ry un_que bit of r asonin, he 

d scribe· t c outlet of Glimm rglaas, which he ob~ iously has 

never seen, as follow: 

~In the 'D erslayer' t Cooper h s a stream hich 

is fifty £eet wid where it flows out of lare; it present­

ly na.rro s to twenty sit meander along for no giv n rea on, 

nd y t th n a strearr acts like that it ought to be requir d 

to explain itself'. 'ourteen pa ea later tht.l width of the 

brook's outlet fro;..1 tL e lake has sudd nly runk thirty fe t, 

nd beoo e 'the narrowest rt of the stream. ' This shrink-

ge is not. accounted for. The stream bas b nds in it, a $Ure 



./ 

indication that it ha~ alluvial banks s~d cuts them; yet thes 

buds ar onl:y thirty .nd fifty feet long. If Coop r had b en 

a nic and punctilious observer he 10 ld h-ve notic d that th 

bends were oft ner nine hundr d .fe t long than short of it. 0 

Cooper describes the ettin.: in s'imple terms. 'l.'he 

outlet of the lak is 50 f et wid and the entrance to th 

river proper; i.e.,. the point at .hich the current became 

strong i JO f t. The stream passes through wooded bank 

in b~nds 30 fe .t to 40 feat long gr dually n rrowing to slight­

ly more than 20 feet in width. 

I ha.ve visited this point many time:s, makin p cia.l 

trip th re la-,t sum.111er li'i th the... two d criptions b r re a 1 

and the stream today is exactly as described by Cooper. Mark 

'Twain' lif on the l1issi si pi mu t h re color d h · s d ductions 

about alluvial banks. Only a really careless observer would fail 

to reali.ze that the outlet to thi lake coul not e throu h .fl 

alluvial.plain or the bold flow would soon cut o d· p channel 

th~ t th.-. lake would di appe r,. 

'T'he details of the ettir.g are i1~ ortant becau e f the 

Indian attnck at this point. T'n ark, so called, on which th 

attack is made· is a .flat bottomed house boat a out the size 

of a canal boat. This vessel is bing drawn into t e lake y 

two very strong en hauling on a rop attach d to an nchor 

firmly fixed in the lake~ Near the outl t to th lak a larg 

tr e ext nds out ov r the riv r. ~ix In ians are re dy to run 

out on th.i tr and jump on the roof of the house boat.. In 

th "Deer layer• they fail to land on th roof, tallin,, on the 



rear deck o·r in ~he river. Obviously the time elem nt is vital. 

L t 's ~!stimate how much time the Indians had for their 

maneuver. A boat can easily be propelled in the manner describ­

ed t fiv miles n hour. At tis rat of spe~d the roof a 

under the tr e exactly five second. That is a mighty short 

tirne for en a sure root d Indian to start from scratch and 

run ten f et along a slippery tre trunk before jumping to a 

:roof some fe t below. And the Indian exp·cted th boat to be 

rowed slowly past. 

A truly r markable se:ri s of misconeeptions trapp 

Twain a.t this point. First, he assumed that the rate or spef!d 

of' t ,f! boat· cann t be raor than "r>ne mile an hour .. '' Hi assu.'llp­

tio.n is tr.rang as anyone can prove by an easy testo Next he 

guesses that the ark 1s 140 f et long. Thi~ gu s must hav 

b en influenced by his European tour s some canal boats on 

th - Contin nt were raore than twice as long as our mod . st 50 

foot to 60 foot boats. By these two gues· es Twain greatly 

simplified the Indians' ?robl ms. In the full minute he so 

kindly provided tho pass~ge along the trunk could have been 

made on t ,tr hands and knees. 

If Twain wished to redicule claims as to i· arksinanahip 

he might better haver ad Dick ns more oarofull. In Am :rican 

Note we .find a reference to "I dian hands which could split 

a ad or a feather with· rifle ba11n. Dut inst ad he refe 

C b i 
,,.,,. h 

to " o.oper' s high talent tor inaccurate o servat on. ...n t e 

account of the shooting match in i
1The Pathfinder~ Cooper is 

indited on four counts: 



First, that no one could s 

wrou ht nail i!t 100 yd...,. 

the he d of a eommon 

J cond, t ·t no one oould hi, it with a rifl ball. 

Third, tha.t after two ot .. w re fired at a large 

target and only one hole appear d, it was afe to ss e th t 

both bullets h d ntered the s m hole. 

Fourth, that it would b a miracle to h ve thr~e bullets 

rit r the sam hol • 

It would appear ither that 'fwa.in was unfa iliar wit the 

nails of 1 40 · ·i tL th ir roughly for 1ed heads lnost a half an 

;i.nch J. di m ·tar, or he ffas too lazy to pace off 100 yards and 

make the t~st I cnn ans re you that it is easy enough to see 

thio size nail at this distance. 

ctu 1 recordo sh w that llccrslayer' s shooting 'itlt1 not 

particul rly r hark bl. 1 hall quote from Great vhooting 

!>tori.(~5 by ~~tuart 0. Ludlum. J .. n account of th la t five shots 

fir d :tn ~i .tting t.hn world's record for o:ffh nd sh otin~ at 200 

y r s is off" cially give .. as follows: 

"Pop load tl i2.nd fir ·· his ninety-sixth shot.. It was 

a nipp r twelve. The scorer inserted a plug in the hole. The 

nin ty-sev nth drove the plui; out. Th nin ty-e ghth was a 

quartor inch below; scored eleven. ,he ninety-ninth aeain drove 

out th plu.,, .. n,l the hum rodth came one quarter inch f.'rom the 

last, scored ten. ,'he two strings were totalt1d: 917. A ne 

record h d en .,1a e. \no. it still c:;t&nds unequaled I' 

This recor is xnore r. rtarkabl · in that it was mad in 

dee sow with tho fl~g froz 0 n so that it as impossible to 

guage the wind. s Ludlt..L.-n states, ,tn.roups mad by Pope, th 
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1..,.te c. W .. Rowland, d-'zm of the old-time rest shooters, Donal son, 

Roberts, and others, that show ten shot at one bun red yards and 

ven two hundred yards going into one ragged hol, have oft n b en 

published... Pope himself has one 200-yard t rget that show.., ten 

shots grouping within .fiv - i hts of an inch, eent r to center! 

'l'hou ,h tempera.mental, the Pope muzzle-breech-loading •".tehuetz n 

rifle, und r prop r conditions and in th hands of a riflema 

willing to study and master the methods. that must h used tog t 

result$, will yet outshoot up to two htmdred yards any oth r typ$ 

of rifle in •rletence.n 

These men w<::re all shootin~ handmade guns exactly similar 

to the :rifle used by Deerslayer. 

One of Twain's statements to which I personally tak 

violent ex;eption is nthat the man who talks corrupt English 

six days aw .k mu0 t nd will talk it on th eventh." I sh uld 

hate to think th t I could nev~r vary the profane and incorrect 

Engl1",eh I use to 1 ak myself und rstood in the hop$ I~aturally 

I approve when J;eerslayer in talking to an educated f.riend, de ... 

scribes his ewe theart a follows: 

~•vhe's in the forest- h nging from ,h, boueh of th 

trees, in a soft rain--in the d .won the open grass--the cloud 

th t float about in the blue. heav n .--the birds that si in 

the \oods--the sw et p:rin a wh~re I slake my thirst-- nd in 

c; 11 the other glorious t:~ifts that co e from God's rovidenc · 

Ev n Uough a fe hours afore h .ddres ed a fronti rsm n in 

these 'fMords, n t It consarn$ me as all things that to11e es a fl-1 'nd 

consarna a t'ri•nd,,"'• 



n p t. · f w ' ta e oldi r ound­

nd 

oop~r e rt inly caug. t t c 

irit ot th you.~ r pu lie bot> r th n 'f .in. :,V r.y ool 

oy i-, r 1 .. )}_' w·t~ tl: · ote. io e: Don•, t· .. until yo 

e the ·hit s of ci• e h~ V ~ l t.h ne y nd 

,iy r- our tt. n "I r 1 ave ,ut on lit- t ive • 
for • y coun .ry•. An h men usir.lr; t _,. e ~P ion ~ 

a Ot'l-, f • ric ' gr t t er es. ~ 

l'P .in ... t tes t t, "Cooper's wor nse i s n"' 1lrl ly .I. 

du.lln :ives as l a )1 words "g ... ,re fro h lf a 1, 

do:z .n .n o, ... ,he tal call , .. D ersla re:r" • T a.in a f;t'tl 0 

hav ignore' WO f c ors: first ... ,h l eh-n~ 

ord.., b t en 11}41 nd 1 . .3 ru1d s cond .h· 

convey. 

A. U:':i "1 lt j, har ,0 locate Twain' 

po .,S ly be I id l irat . 
• .;l 

P~rhaps th ord w in 1 

15 wor a not loc t • h eani 

52 y 

e e1 in t-nc~ it woul ppe r to be 

or· que tio o them nin~ to be co 

the ett·r or: 

t r 

ff' of ..., 

un 

s in men n of 

.dea 'oo '¼r wi h d 

re!' -n, s, 

ticn of Li?. 1· lay r. 

iti n • In n V nt 

out l s ·rords 

con ration. In 

n of pref-r .c • 

as to .-1hich i 

oo er us·d: verb l 'lw in eu "~,e ts: or 1 

endent 

f ct 

r ct. 

plain 

. orti i d 

ed'ed 

on in .1.rom 

eond tion 

di.:;~p ~oint 

incl ed 



stood 

r join d 

in en ible 

br ~,ity 

c ntu o.ctS.ne 

pres io. fun ral o iiequi 

top 

d 

un en 1 ~ t 

C 1 X' ty 

op. sin 

• T.e dditio of th 

funeral w 3 r unda. in 1 41 ac it is toduy. 

d 

'1 f.ollowin 0 .r crwtat.ion. hr t.h 

h ., little chat e:re; .nin of h 'dO.I' 

·Tho facility ... pr,c ... aion 
h) 

wt th e acoust to ,. tch ulne e, 
mar 

X.Y..X, 1 epic not ,h . l · t of the a of oLlr y t ri. ua 

p ;det.n 1ned 
"xx an.:: y t, t C S· r·r our th in-:t ap: ar to 

arou i .. boct~~ xx. ti 

nxx t e coolnes I'.) ht ar.d ·ouds, in 0 nn C• 

tio rith ,m 
~ C in ly ic ted b d, ha littl 

C. lled her." 

"Their arms · r n ar th , ::{XX, in car 1 . 

nd chatt di their 

ca 1tion 
"xx· , he l ~m l en watch .. d in a i"l y to ren r h · pr -e u ... 

ion u.s le a." 

o t.li 

ene1 i(j 

'xxx. tl.e hu o n ri g gray lZllld ·h t,h 

68 of 0 Je ts rliffu d xx tt • 
hostil 

xxx-, i r er to d :f$ t 1 treaer- .:rous de ig11 or 
" • 

"xxx, .h~ girl a ·o , nd lfas seen g ing abo t ha , like 
eondit::!.on 

one a$ uring herself of her ,, tlJO:tionG" 



-
-10-

iff rinR 
tt • r . t n s.ny rGh n, 1 n £ n di!' corent n tur~ .. " 

or 3t .. rr~1f.U or· m1~un 1 r· too • " 
1y,ht 
y • n ( In 1 n ~"'P a in~)• here,. h 

l1 1 e b auti.ful tt1nd soot.hi g c~l. of v~n ;id rns be~n 

extolled. by a 'thous d po ~ , and ye :1 t d ,~ , not . ri e; with 

it the far-r ehing and ubl me thottftht of t e h"'lf-heur h · t 

p:r(SC es t,, t· ri eir1t,. of a $ • <lt'' sun. In t,h one 4 s th 

panorr...ma is r.::r ~ uilly h. d fro the si :ht, whi e in th· ot.. · r 

1ctux-e, fir t di 

t :i.light • d fi lly m llo, 

light dlffu"' th r. l v • s ir . h .. t.rnosphere •• , 

"xxx, mor1.a.l truth , t t ~ :re , re en d in t simpli ty 
:fac~itio\.:i. 

wi ,hou. ,h · tnt?l"'~tt ic.:ous i s of ornru.._1ent o.r gli t r.' I~ i 

int· r t ng ,o no .e Jobn~on 'tS t.ict.ionary of. t ·w •·n ,li h Lan J nge 

p blt h--d in lt!05 d fines meretriciou s "allu 1n by false 

sho wh ch l 1 e,m.ctly the de!init. .on gi.v n t o. ,. Ho v@r, 

Riel At't'.l.son' D:tctionnry of 1375 gives a fut· le ·s definite mean­

in ,, for tl.is or • It is po sible th8it ·his l~d 'l'wain to re­

commend tl,e c ·ange. 

In thf.) last eese to be consider 1
, Gooper is ~~~-tlM-

ttimb cili ty'~ meant fee 1 n o.f 

in or body nd this sr-ir·,e d finition i to b foun lS75. It 

w~ since that t.:b.; that the 11 ni.t. tion of th mea ing of this 



Cooper was ui1c1ue,s ion~.bJ.y corr et in t1 c the tt":rm mental 

im , cility' 1
, ev~n ·though 1t sounds re:du1 da.nt to us tod y., 

Willia;~ Lyons Phelpu roccntly wrote: "'Cooper's. ehi · f 

..-..' lt r· fauJ. · s of stvl ; his l.~n0 lish o c·. ronic lly b,d. 

1:1 p ers or char ct ~riz ti:m did n t, nc u -rubt. ety. ut 

prineipl life. 

0 .ra -o~ -h t Tw&in .,, u d have 11 .. d pl~nty or m. e:-1 1 

.for hi cr1tici•'. or Cop r w ~·ou··~-t c.d.n~~ him a , st,ory 

t~J...l r-
1 

where Coo 0 ,r is ndmitt dl,, , 

In my c:ritic·sm o"" Literary C,.it1 ie., I 1ound my•clf 

fac d "t1.ith the 1,rt'blem I m\Jll ioned ~ t,h,;. t,nrt ~ :id I i ~ d. , 

ha to b o itted. Fo:-1ev .. r 1 I ho,e I h.~ve j11 t,:ifiod my 

p Git.ion: . . j A l • 1. tna o ~ct or ~1 

ou . ordi na ., .d to t'M th,, 

.. 


