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 Mark Twain has been a literary hero of mine since well before I decided to become an 

author myself.  His ability to illustrate humanistic morality through the power of engaging stories 

has always been something I’ve admired and appreciated.  But his creative journey appeals to me 

even more now that I feel that it may be a reasonable guideline for my own. 

Mark Twain and I 

 As a teenager, although he showed creative and literary skillsets while employed at the 

Hannibal Journal in Missouri, then Samuel Clemens had his heart set on the excitement and 

fortune that becoming a riverboat pilot would bring him (Twain, 2010).  I feel a strong kinship 

with him in this regard: many of my greatest achievements growing up were in the creative and 

literary realms, and yet I craved the “guts and glory” that becoming a Navy Pilot would bring 

me.  He also spent a lot of time as a teenager self-educating himself on a much broader array of 

subjects than he would have absorbed had he attended a typical school (Winship, 2012).  And 

although I did attend a public school, I still see this as a parallel between us as well; because I 

learned much more through my own thirst for philosophical and scientific knowledge as a 

teenager than I did from my rural high school experience.   

 Clemens gained a lot of valuable experience as a riverboat pilot – but when it became 

inconvenient for him to continue the career, he no longer had the commitment to the job to see it 

through.  It had lost its luster for him (Twain, 2010).  Once again, my experience as a Navy pilot 

echoes his feelings – I didn’t feel like it was exactly the right place for me, so as soon as 

circumstances made it so I would have to commit further to stay, I decided instead that it was 

time try something new. 

 After leaving piloting, Clemens went through a rough patch where he couldn’t really nail 

down a career path: failing or abandoning jobs as a soldier, politician, and even silver miner.  
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The careers I attempted to start and abandoned while attempting to find my life’s work were in 

much different fields than his – patent attorney, general manager, and technology startup 

entrepreneur – but it I feel it was still a similar experience all the same.  Eventually he returned 

to journalism, but his rather obnoxiously opinionated initial works did not garner much attention; 

other than irritating those whose beliefs and behavior his articles publicly mocked (Woolf, 

2015).  This was the period in which he adopted the pen name Mark Twain – after one of his 

mentors during his time piloting steamboats – under which he eventually would become famous 

(Twain, 2013).  I too, went through a similar phase, although simultaneous to switching careers 

in my case.  I invested a large amount of time and effort into blogging about politically-heated 

issues over the course of about five years.  Much of it under the username “Bill’s 42”.  But my 

highly cerebral, and often openly inflammatory posts failed to receive much traction from 

anyone but a few who already agreed with me. 

 The next phase in Twain’s creative journey is the one I hope to mimic during my time at 

Full Sail University.  He learned to use the power of story to illustrate his ideas in an entertaining 

and non-confrontational way, starting with his first success: "The Celebrated Jumping Frog of 

Calaveras County" (Lewis, 2015).  I hope to begin honing the same skill, only in what I believe 

would be the modern equivalent the popular “tall tale” in Twain’s day – which is now the feature 

length film.  And so, it seems that Twain’s creative journey would be a perfect one to examine 

and emulate to achieve my own creative goals. 

Mark Twain’s Creative Journey 

Creative Mind 

 Robert Greene’s Mastery describes how the creative mind works most effectively: using 

the models of an “original” young exploratory mind, “conventional” working-adult mind, and a 
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combined “dimensional” mind – the last being required to become a creative master (pg. 170).  

There is good evidence that Mark Twain became aware of the strength his original mind brought 

to him, but didn’t fully realize exactly how that played into enabling his creativity (Twain, 2010). 

 Mark Twain was naturally humorous.  In fact, he considered that his greatest drive in 

writing.  Shortly after his career as an author finally began to blossom he wrote to his siblings 

"But I have had a 'call' to literature, of a low order — i.e. humorous.  It is nothing to be proud of, 

but it is my strongest suit (Lewis, 2015)."  But I think what his epiphany regarding humor 

actually was, wasn’t discovery of his true calling itself – but what enabled him to overcome his 

conventional mind and combine with his original mind – to tap a dimensional mind that was 

capable of creating something completely new.  Beyond just basic “low order humor”.  

Creative Task 

 Mark Twain was one of the most creatively productive authors that America has ever 

seen (Lewis, 2015).  In Mastery, Greene carefully addresses the fuel for such high levels of 

creative task execution (2012): 

 The task that you choose to work on must have an obsessive element… With such a 

 deep-rooted interest, you can with stand the setbacks and failures, the days of drudgery, 

 and the hard work that are always a part of any creative action (pg. 179). 

So there seems to be good evidence that although Twain may have thought is creative task was 

just “low order” humor, it was actually much deeper than that.  Almost all of his works contain at 

least some degree of underlying moral and political twist (Winship, 2012).  And that trend grew 

steadily stronger as his the openness in his real purpose for writing grew.  His final piece, “The 

Mysterious Stranger”, was almost more of a philosophical allegory on existentialism than it was 

a mere satire (Kravitz, 2014).  Twain’s real driving factor, the one that seemed to make him keep 
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writing through thick and thin once he started meeting with success, seemed to be the expression 

of deeper issues that he wanted more people to consider for themselves (Twain, 2010).  And 

that’s what I want from my writing, too. 

Creative Breakthrough 

 The creative strategies described in Mastery that Mark Twain seemed to most employ in 

reaching creative breakthroughs were allowing for serendipity, alternating his mind through “the 

current”, and reverting to primal forms of intelligence (Greene, 2012).  He spent a lot of time in 

his ‘serene’ garden, pondering, which is likely where he came up with many of his concepts – 

and what he did to refresh and relax his mind if he hit a block.  He diligently kept a notebook full 

of all the interesting anecdotes he had come across in his life, which he used to jog his mind back 

and forth from real stories to ones of his own design (Lewis, 2015).  That behavior of his has 

inspired me to reopen the notebook I used to carry at all times as a Naval Officer.  And being 

naturally humorous, when he put the pen to paper he could let his subconscious do most of the 

work in wording the prose in an entertaining manner (Woolf, 2015).  Those strategies eventually 

became so second nature to him that he could produce what most would consider a creative 

breakthrough, almost on cue (Winship, 2012). 

Mark Twain’s Emotional Pitfalls 

 Grandiosity appeared to be Twain’s greatest emotional pitfalls.  Never with regards to his 

actual writings; but after being successful as an author.  He ventured into many bold and risky 

investments – mistaking his success for competency in areas that he actually had limited 

experience.  At one point, he lost almost all of his earnings from writing, and even part of his 

wife’s inheritance, on a three hundred thousand dollar investment in the Paige typesetting 

machine.  This caused wildly varying financial affairs for the Twain family, and remained an 



Twain’s Creative Mastery  6 

ongoing distraction until his close friend and successful businessman, Henry Huttleson Rogers, 

actually took legal control of Twain’s monetary affairs (Winship, 2012). 

Mark Twain and Terisita Fernández 

 Of the masters Greene describes in their “creative-active phases” in Mastery, Mark 

Twain most closely parallels the artist Terisita Fernández in mastering “alchemical creativity and 

the unconscious” (pg. 242).  Much like Fernandez can take a bland urban atmosphere and turn it 

into an inspiring and perception-changing piece of dimensional art, Twain could take a simple 

anecdote from a page in his journal and form it into an entertaining and thought provoking piece 

of conventional wisdom or satire (Lewis, 2015). 

A Powerful Template 

 I don’t know if I have the natural talents Mark Twain had; I definitely do not seem to in 

the area of humor.  But I hope my own natural inclination for dramatic analogy, logical 

consistence, and empathetic perspective will make a viable substitute in my own stories.  I’ve 

also had much more comfortable financial and family circumstances for the first portion of my 

life than Twain did; and hope to keep it that way.  But, those differences aside, in-depth research 

has reinforced my belief that Twain’s journey through creative mastery is an outstanding 

template for me to consider as a starting point, for what I would like my creative journey to look 

like. 
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