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How can we move beyond antiquated, constrictive descriptions of wit and humor? What are the limits of the definitions and descriptions constructed generations ago by Bergson, Freud, Bakhtin, and others? Can modernized descriptions respond better to recent developments in cognitive neuroscience, expanded horizons of modern and contemporary literature, and expansions of the canon?

To open these questions, I briefly summarize the major propositions in my recent book Literary Wit (University of Massachusetts Press, 2000), and move beyond them to offer an enhanced description of wit in modern literary contexts. The paper then engages with the most famous comic narrative in the American canon, Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,  to explore the complex role of wit in this novel – Huck’s wit,  which is also Mark Twain’s as he ventriloquizes through Huck, and Samuel Clemens’s as he writes through ‘Mark Twain.’ The compounding and ramifying wit in Huckleberry Finn has important implications for thematic readings of this classic work.  

