
 
 
 

 
 
 

Jessica Kidder 

Holmquist 

ENG-101 

Section 806 

4/15/10 

 

Two Views of the Mississippi 

 

 In his essay titled “Two Views of the Mississippi,” Mark Twain compares 

inexperience to experience. By piloting a riverboat, he gains knowledge of the river but in 

turn loses his ability to marvel at the beauty of it.  He states that after his experiences on 

the boat, “All the grace, the beauty, the poetry, had gone out of the majestic river!” 

Reading this essay, I could immediately relate. I once held photographers on a pedestal in 

my mind, convinced that any photo that looked pretty was a masterpiece. Similar to 

Twain, I learned more about the practice of taking a good photo and my views on 

photography were forever changed. 

 Before stepping into my first photography class, I had to buy the necessary 

materials. I wasn’t deterred by the high cost. Photography was still new to me then, still a 

mystery, and still beautiful.  Twain says, “I still keep in mind a certain wonderful sunset 

which I witnessed when steamboating was new to me,” which expresses how both he and 

I felt before the beauty was taken out of our respective loves. We were both in awe of the 

power present in something so serene: for him, the sun setting in the distance, for me, the 

simple capturing of a moment in time. Before Twain learned the dangers and 



 
 
 

 
 
 

complications of running a steamboat, he looked upon the river and could describe the 

vivid, amazing detail, such as, “There were graceful curves, reflected images, woody 

heights, soft distances; and over the whole scene, far and near, the dissolving lights 

drifted steadily, enriching it every passing moment with new marvels of coloring.” 

 Twain was once lost in the beauty of the river. After describing the sunsets and 

the minute details that captivated him, he tells us that the spell was broken. “But as I have 

said, a day came when I began to cease from noting the glories and the charms which the 

moon and the sun and the twilight wrought upon the river's face; another day came when 

I ceased altogether to note them.” His tone shifts from one of awe to one of 

contemplation and slight bitterness. The sun, the moon, and the twilight are all miracles 

of nature, beautiful in their own right, but Twain here speaks only of their effect on the 

waters of the river and how the appeal faded away after a time. One day, he even stops 

noticing them altogether. My own experience with photography became similar after 

taking my first class and learning the technique behind the picture.  I can’t help but see 

the little flaws in someone’s technique.  I don’t see every photograph as beautiful 

anymore.  When commenting on a photo, I now speak in terms of the rule of thirds, 

shutter speed and aperture instead of simply noting how beautiful it is and appreciating 

the image itself as I did before. 

 As Twain’s essay progresses, he explains that if he were to see the same sunset 

again he would only comment on the technical aspects of the river, such as, “This sun 

means that we are going to have wind tomorrow,” and by learning his trade, he can now 

only see the river as a dangerous, thriving thing to be traveled on.  He can almost be 

pitied for his tone of complacence when he says, with aching finality, “No, the romance 



 
 
 

 
 
 

and beauty were all gone from the river.”  Because of Twain’s newfound knowledge of 

the intricacies of the river, all of the majesty he once saw and stood in reverence of was 

now gone, irreparably. 

 Twain then compares his experiences with other situations, saying that “since 

those days, I have pitied doctors from my heart.  What does the lovely flush in a beauty's 

cheek mean to a doctor but a "break" that ripples above some deadly disease?  Are not all 

her visible charms sown with what are to him the signs and symbols of hidden decay?  

Does he ever see her beauty at all, or doesn't he simply view her professionally, and 

comment upon her unwholesome condition all to himself?”  Here he contemplates 

whether a doctor can view a beautiful young woman as such or if he only sees her as 

someone he needs to cure.  Could he see the flush of her cheek or does he only see the 

signs of sickness?  

 Twain then poses the question which summarizes his changing views of the river: 

“…doesn't he sometimes wonder whether he has gained most or lost most by learning his 

trade?”  On one end, the doctor can obviously help people get well because he knows the 

workings of the body and knows how to treat disease. However, he can be pitied for the 

fact that he can no longer admire the beauty of a body presented to him, but can only see 

the sickness it houses. Has he lost more than he has gained or vice versa? I believe that 

the doctor has gained more, because although he may no longer be able to view the 

human body as beautiful, he has learned to preserve life so others may appreciate it, 

which is a beautiful thing in itself.  As for my experience, perhaps the photographs I 

inspect no longer captivate me the way they used to, but I can now create photographs 

that will captivate others which, as with the doctor, has value of its own. 



 
 
 

 
 
 

 Contrary to Twain’s thoughts, Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave” argues that without 

knowledge the human experience is weakened. Using a fictional dialogue between 

Plato’s teacher Socrates and his brother Glaucon, Plato begins with the image of men 

trapped in a cave. They have been chained there since childhood. Not only are their legs 

and arms bound, but their heads are fixed in one direction and forced to stare at a wall. 

And “above and behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the 

prisoners there is a raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the 

way, like the screen which marionette players have in front of them, over which they 

show the puppets.” The prisoners are shown shadows of true objects and because they 

can’t turn around, perceive them to be real. To these men, “the truth would be literally 

nothing but the shadows of the images.”  

 Next, Plato offers a change of scenery.  “And now look again, and see what will 

naturally follow if the prisoners are released and disabused of their error.”  If one prisoner 

were to be released, he would at first be disbelieving.  The objects that had cast the 

shadows would seem unreal.  However, slowly he would begin to understand.  As he 

observed the world around him and examined himself as a person, he would think of his 

companions in the cave and pity their unenlightened state.  “And when he remembered 

his old habitation, and the wisdom of the cave and his fellow-prisoners, do you not 

suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity them?”  According to 

Plato, the man who was freed would pity the others imprisoned in the cave.  Glaucon 

replies, “Yes, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these false 

notions and live in this miserable manner.”  Plato’s main point to his essay is represented 

here. Men are made better by their knowledge.  Though Twain and Plato think in 



 
 
 

 
 
 

different ways, the same ideas are represented in both pieces.  Without knowledge and 

understanding, the human experience would be weakened, and in extreme cases, perhaps 

even to the deplorable state of the men in the cave.  

 It is better, in my own opinion, to have understanding than to live in the dark.  

Humans are very capable of appreciating beauty while also taking advantage of their 

experience.  Even though I can no longer view photographs with blind admiration, I can 

appreciate a photographer who took the time to take a good picture. Both Twain and 

Plato were very good at seeing in their respective times, but essentially knew how to see. 


