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Twain Manuscript Sells for Record
$242,500

by Jeanne Schinto

 

by Jeanne Schinto

An unpublished manuscript by
Mark Twain, titled "A Family
Sketch," sold at Sotheby's in
New York City on June 17 for
$242,500 (includes buyer's
premium). The price is a new
world auction record for any
autograph manuscript by
Twain, Sotheby's press oOce
stated. The buyer in the
salesroom was Ursus Books of
New York City, bidding for its
client, the University of
California at Berkeley.

"This is one of the more
intimate manuscripts," said
Robert H. Hirst, general editor
of the Mark Twain Papers & Project at Berkeley. "It was kept in his family
until his only surviving daughter, Clara, sold it and everything else that
she owned in 1951. From that point, it went into the Doheny collection"
(the former Edward Laurence Doheny Memorial Library, which was
dispersed in a series of auctions in the late 1980's). "It went into a dealer's
hands from there and was then sold to the Copley" (the James S. Copley
Library in La Jolla, California).

When Hirst learned that the contents of the Copley were going to be
sold at a series of sales, including this one, he prepared the university for a
purchase. "I was in a position to say, if we can a]ord it, we should try to
bring this one in from the cold. As much as we value collectors, we can't
rely on their generosity to give us access to things like this."

The 64 pages, formerly titled "In Memory of Olivia Susan Clemens
1872-1896," began as a tribute to Twain's favorite daughter "Susy," whose
death from spinal meningitis devastated Twain. He later expanded the
composition into a discursive reminiscence about other members of his
family and household, including servants. Of a wet nurse, Mara
McLaughlin, he wrote with his characteristic wit: "In a professional
capacity the cow was a poor thing compared to her...she had the appetite
of a crocodile, the stomach of a cellar, & the digestion of a quartz-
mill...shoveling into her person eendish combinations of fresh pork,
lemon pie, boiled cabbage, ice cream, green apples, pickled tripe, raw
turnips, & washing the cargo down with freshets of co]ee, tea, brandy,
whiskey, turpentine, kerosene—anything that was liquid...; & then she
would go upstairs loaded as described & perfectly delight the baby with a
banquet which ought to have killed it at thirty yards, but which only
made it happy & fat & contented & boozy...."

Berkeley will eventually publish "A Family Sketch," said Hirst. The Mark
Twain Foundation owns the copyright, but it is controlled by the regents
of the university "because there is a license between us that gives us the
exclusive right to publish."

The university already has a photocopy. (In fact, it's available for
purchase on microelm, for $50,000.) But it's "much better to have access
to the original" when one is editing "for the ages," said Hirst, since it's
sometimes not possible to tell "who wrote what" on a heavily edited
manuscript such as this one. Hirst knows Twain's handwriting perhaps
better than his own, but when it's just a deletion mark, one can't always
be sure who made it.

At the same sale, Berkeley also bought via Ursus a chapter from A Tramp
Abroad for $59,375. The university had hoped for Chapter 8 of The
Gilded Age too, but it went instead to a private collector at $68,500.

A complete report on the sale will appear in a future issue.

Originally published in the August 2010 issue of Maine Antique Digest.
(c) 2010 Maine Antique Digest
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