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MecTeague at Ninety: The Novel and Its Tensions

Don L. Cook
Indiana Universily

For nearly thirty years I have been teaching McTeague in my
undergraduate survey of twentieth-century American fiction, lectur-
ing, discussing, asking and answering questions, but I have never
been able to fully satisfy my students’ incredulity at the enormous
variety and apparent incompatibility of the incidents and the
techniques in the book. Yet, year after year, exit polls reveal that
McTeague is among the students’ two or three favorites of the
dozen or so volumes assigned. | use the book in that course as 2
text with which to elucidate the influence of Darwinism and the
introduction of literary naturalism into American fiction. But it
cannot be the pedagogical utility that inspires my students’ enthu-
siasm for the book. Nor is it the book’s usefulness as literary
exemplar that enlivens conversations among Norris enthusiasts and
causes them to chortle over their favorite passages like old friends
reminiscing at a thirtieth class reunion.

Reflecting on this phenomenon prompts one to ask, “What
keeps this admittedly flawed book so perpetually interesting to talk
about, to teach, to read for the first or for the tenth time?” One
answer is, there is so much in this book; it's no wonder that it is
not easily exhausted. Into a volume half the length of The Custom
of the Country or The Grapes of Wrath, Norris packs not only 2
carefully argued thesis supported with multiple case histories, a
vivid sense of place and time, a whole host of dramatic tableaux,
symbolic scenes, and evidentiary sequences, but also an amazing
profusion of throw-away lines, throw-away scenes, even throw-away
characters. Forlnsunce,whydocsMarlaMaapauy‘lhdaﬂymg
squirrel an’ let him go?” Why don't Schouler’s Irish setter, Alexan-
der,andtlwscotchcollizﬁ’omdowntheblockﬁmwhentheygt
thedmnce?AndwhotsBigIhn,ﬂae‘immenulndianh&ck’oﬂnyo
County, and what is he there for? ‘

My students’ responses suggest that there is a disconcerting
butfudmﬁnsﬁqxdoninthebookbeboecaadw,dhgmﬁ-
allydemommtedﬁmis,andapmfudonofddaikﬂntsﬁdcin
themindnotinspiteofﬂxehd.buthecmueofﬂnfact,thatﬂwy
mmwmmmmmmmmemm
satisfyingly predictable and perpetually astonishing. An awareness
of this unresolved tension between rational thesis and random
mulwmwmdﬂuwdm
this book, not just something to be overlooked or excused, but a
crucial element of Norris’s style and intent, or perhaps better said,
of Norris’s conception and execution of his fictions.
In an article for The Wave, published on 11 Se;

W
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everything to harmonize;... A little polishing, a

very little, for in roughness there is strength and

in sharp contrasts, vividness; and there you are,

aroum:ledwl'xole....l

Norris's metaphor is particularly vivid because with it

mk&snotmm}ywmedisembodied.abm”ofﬁunhﬁon-
hip between the imaginative artist and the created fiction, but an
almost mechanistic conception of the prior existence of materials |
fromwhid\ﬂxwﬁtefistooonstmcthisnwdmdofﬂlm
restricted shaping of these materials into their intrinsic pattern.
Norrkspedﬁuhisrehﬁonﬁipto‘bloch,'mmm
ments,eachwiﬂxitsmbuilt—incdormdmmﬂcb
reamngemmtmdsomepoﬁshinzbmmnym&
instupe.wmxre,mdcolor.Atonepointintthmuﬁdcm
m‘mﬂmm&mmmmm’tm
mmgmwummmmwm-w.u
Hwhwhem‘&mﬁmapmedd@doanotddatd
aoeptinyourbnin’(p.lll?).lfhnaﬂnlﬁonmdl&odyd
memoryofwhatomhas‘almdyseenmdobsuvd'isﬁnm
predaﬁned?lsﬁ:estorya?hhoniceommﬁonor,ml
Jungjanmemorystored‘inyourownbnin'-tmﬁlﬂnoecuhnh
iuuseaﬁses?lquotethesepassagesnotmmﬁmthunm
sdf-consistentformtﬂaordoctrin%hxttofmonthchsbah
Norris’s own attitudes toward authorship. Authorship seems to
oonsistonlyofoi'deringﬁwobseﬂedblochdmhmﬂlaﬁmb
consist only of observation. And yet the pattern into which the
No&smam@dmeﬁﬁmhnh&emmmh
fact, Norris is emphatic that an event’s having really happened is
the surest sign of its being unsuitable for fiction. As he says, “Fiction
is what seems real, not what is real” (p. 1115). The most fundamen-
tal tension then in Norris’s fiction, especially his earliest works,
between the author’s ability, or responsibility, to identify
manipulate these discrete fragments of life as he encounters |
Growing out of this fundamental tension in
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men than candy."2 Lundy’s research reveals not only Norris’s

meticulous recreation of McTeague’s neighborhood but also his

weaving of verifiable details into the mental life of his characters.

When Maria Macapa is planning her wedding dress, she asks Miss

Baker to make her “something gay, like what the girls at the candy
‘store wear when they go out with their young men.’

I refer also to Norris’s lit.ral adoption of incident and charac-
ter from local events, often recorded in newspapers. Patrick Collins’
murder of his wife in the cloakroom of the Felix Adler Free
Kindergarten where she worked as a janitor, was given sensational
coverage in the San Francisco Examiner of 14 October 1893.
Lundy’s case for Norris having used the kindergarten murder as a
building block in his novel is entirely convincing. The newspaper
not only capitalized on the ironic location of the murder, but
portrayed Collins himself with a combination of pseudo-scientific
analysis and satiric derision, supplying his motives and his mental
processes. The Examiner reported:

The [murderer’s] face is not degraded, but
brutish. That is to say, he is not a man who has
* sunk, but one who was made an animal by nature
to start with. The face is broad, the brown eyes
are set wide apart, the nose is flattened at the
bridge.... The jaw is heavy and cruel.. A gro-
tesque egotism is at the bottom of all the concen-
trated selfishness which marks the character of
all such brutes and pushes them into their
crimes... He killed his wife because she had
inflamed him with a sense of injury which he
considered, and doubtless still considers, thor-
oughly well grounded.* :

The factual parallel between McTeague’s murder of Trina and
Collins’ murder of his wife is obvious, but in his fiction Norris mutes
the violence while the newspaper account gloats over every sensa-
tional detail. Collins is reported to have stabbed his wife thirty-nine
times and left the knife sticking in her side. She dragged herself
out of the kindergarten closet and down the stairs to the street
where she died before a priest could arrive. But when McTeague
attacks Trina, the physical violence is limited to three sentences.

He kept his small dull eyes upon her, and all
at once sent his fist into the middle of her face
with the suddenness of a relaxed spring.... He
came back at her again, his eyes drawn to two
fine twinkling points, and his enormous fists,
clenchedﬂlltheknuckh;swhimed,raindinﬂw

* air. Then it became abominable. (Pp. 524525)

The horror is reflected in the reactions of the listening

see McTeague strike only one blow. Then we follow

"animal fury and simple-minded affection and the reduction of

interpretation of her fate.
Trina lay unconscious, just as she had fallen
under the last of McTeague’s blows, her body
twitching with an occasional hiccough that
stirred the pool of blood in which she lay face
downward. Toward morning she died with a
rapid series of hiccoughs that sounded like a
piece of clockwork running down. (P. 526)
The scene sticks in our minds less for the violence of the
documented murder than for the juxtaposition of McTeague’s

Trina’s death to 2 mechanical metaphor. Without reducing the
documentary reality of the incidents and details, Norris embeds
them in a matrix of impersonal, naturalistic irony invisible to the
participants, and thereby all the more discomfiting to the readers.
The second tension, that between visceral reality and bravura
artistry, is evidenced in Norris’s determination to treat the raw
realities of the contemporary urban life around him but to treat
them through a set of literary devices or tricks that will transform
mere realistic reporting into a startling exploration of what he called
“the unplumbed depths of the human heart, and the mystery of sex,
and the problems of life, and the black, unsearched penetralia of
the soul of man.” In this gaudy formula Norris rejected the
conception of naturalism as 2 branch of realism and placed it instead
in the realm of romance, a genre he felt had been emasculated in
modern fiction. But romance, as he conceived it, aimed at the
revelation of the hidden impulses and deepest motives of mankind,
eschewing boundaries of class, refinement, taste, or sex. While
Norris rejected the mundane realism of William Dean Howells to
embrace the greater range of romance, he did not foreswear the
serious and ameliorative mission of fiction. Instead he claimed that |
mission for romance, the genre within which he placed Zola’s
roman expérimental, and with the mission an unmm?d
freedom, and style that can only be called operatic.’ It
ironically, in the Boston Evening Transcript that Norris
his well-known “Plea for Romantic Fiction” in which | '
Howellsian realism as “the drama of a broks
of a walk down the block,...the adventure
(p. 1166). You have been taught, Norris s




<olid vitality, on the one hand, of Maria, Marcus, the Sieppe family,
Frenna’s Saloon, the car conductors’ coffeejoint, the street fairs,
and family picnics, and, on the other hand, the prolonged rhetorical
cadenza with which Norris embellishes McTeague's rather rudimern-
tary moral scruples over kissing the sedated Trina. Here I abbreviate
that scene severely, but notice how Norris engorges the scene with
a tumescent rhetoric equivalent to the grand operatic effects of
Verdi, or perhaps better, of Puccini.
He was alone with her, and she was abso-
lutely without defense.
Suddenly the animal in the man stirred and
woke: the evil instincts that in him were so close
to the surface leaped to life, shouting and clam-
oring. :
It was the old battle, old as the world, wide
as the world—the sudden panther leap of the
animal, lips drawn, fangs aflash, hideous, mon-
strous not to be resisted....
The fury in him was as the fury of a young
bull in the heat of high summer....
Below the fine fabric of all that was good in
him ran the foul stream of hereditary evil, like a
sewer. The vices and sins of his father and his
father's father, to the third and fourth and five
hundredth generation, tainted him....
But McTeague could not understand this
thing. It had faced him, as sooner or later it faces
every child of man; but its significance was not
for him. To reason with it was beyond him. (Pp.
283-2835)

This philosophical gnashing of teeth, this profusion of animal
metaphors, this universalizing of the dentist’s rut are all part of
Norﬁs’sMpttobﬁngﬁ:ehighseriousnasofarttovisceral
pusionsthatheperhapsmspectedmnotarﬁsﬁc. He does it in
every one of his novels, though most gaudily in McTeague and
Vandover. Students generally appreciate it, for such authorial
guidance leaves them in no doubt about what they are supposed to
bmmwmwﬁnditinmiwmd/or
mmmemﬂa‘ﬁvedhctisminmﬂntemionm
feels between Norris’s desire to produce serious High Art, and his
determination to document the underlayers of life usually ignored
or suppressed in romance.

ub-;mmhw‘,mmu&mdtk
major innovations of late nineteenth-century 1 ins

between scientific objectivity and humane sympathy. Of course,
some of the ideas considered scientific in Norris’s day now seem
terribly simplistic and naive. One such idea is the theory of crimina]
physiognomy elaborated by Cesare Lombroso, which Norris appar-
ently became familiar with through Max Nordau’s Degeneration,
Norris’s initial description of McTeague combines ideas of
physiognomy with those of a debased heredity and a brutalizing
environment:
McTeague was a young giant,..moving his
immense limbs, heavy with ropes of muscle,
slowly, ponderously. His hands...were hard as
wooden mallets, strong as vices, the hands of the
old-time car-boy. Often he dispensed with forceps
and extracted a refractory tooth with his thumb
and forefinger. His head was square-cut, angular;
the jaw salient, like that of the carnivora. (P. 264)
lnMcTeague’sfatherweseethewgga&onofa(zvisﬁc
degeneration through drunkenness. “Every other Sunday he be-
cameanirrxponsibleanimzl,abeast,abrute,crazywithalcobo!"
(p. 263). Such degeneration was thought to be heredity. But more
important than the accuracy or inaccuracy of the pseudo-scientific
beliefs alluded to in the book is the heroic conception of the
experimental novelist as a participant in the scientific investigation
of human behavior and institutions. As Zola says in his essay “The
Experimental Novel,” “[The] Dream of the physiologist and the
experimental doctor is also that of the novelist, who employs the
expeﬁmenﬁlmethodhhissmdyofmanasasimplewuﬁ
as a social animal.”® However fanciful the parallel that Zola draws,
Norris responded enthusiastically to the conception of novel writing
asanoblecaﬂinginwhichﬁxewriwrbmﬂ)em
moralist, the objective recorder of contemporary life, and thus
contributor to a sounder system of justice, 2 more humane ;
ogy, a more complete understanding of the humar
curiously affectless way in which some of the
details of the novel are reported derives from No
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Von Stroheim’s expressionist filming of the scene actually dimin-
ishes the disturbing physicality of this image of sensual greed.
[Trina] bolted the door with shaking fingers,
§ and emptied a heavy canvas sack upon the mid-
dle of her bed. Then she opened her trunk, and
} € taking thence the brass matchbox and chamois-
skin bag added their contents to the pile. Next
she laid herself upon the bed and gathered the
gleaming heaps of gold pieces to her with both
arms, burying her face in them with long sighs
of unspeakable delight. (P. 514)

Norris’s intention in this objective report of aberrant behavior
is, I think, neither satiric nor parodic. His attitude is best indicated
by the words he puts into the mouth of his personification of
Romance. “Look! listen! This, too, is life. These, too, are my
children, look at them, know them and, knowing, help!’” (p. 1168).

- Ithas long been remarked that realism, whatever its intention,
inevitably turns to meliorism; the accurate portrayal of life arouses
in the reader or viewer the realization that life not only could be,
but should be, better. The meliorative impulse is certainly strong
and conscious in Zola’s naturalism and in Norris’s as well. The
implication in Norris’s fiction is that once the true conditions of
human life are looked at, without discreet restraint, sentimental
camouflage, or pious moralism, the emerging truth will render pleas
and tears unnecessary. The most powerful protest against injustice
should be its accurate depiction. Given this rationale, the combina-
tion of clinical objectivity and gothic detail in Norris’s descriptions
is logically coherent, even though it vibrates in a tonal tension that
often obscures the benevolent humanism that motivates Norris.

I'would suggest then that the fascination with McTeague that
readers have experienced for ninety years is best understood by
recognizing and frankly admitting the book’s unresolved tensions:
a tension between sociological documentation and ironic implica-
tion, a tension between visceral reality and bravura artistry, and a
tension between scientific objectivity and humane sympathy. All
three of these contribute to a general tension between rational
thesis and apparently random effects. I think that the unresolved
tension between aim and means experienced by Norris in writing
McTeague results in an unrelieved tension between expectation and
astonishment experienced by the reader in confronting McTeague.
But I think that it is not the settled questions but these unsettling
tensions that keep calling us back to this naturalistic romance.

NOTES ‘
LeFiction is Selection,” Frank Norris: Novels and Essays,
Mmmfm&mwm 4 X

81t is interesting to notice that Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rustic-
ana was first produced in 1890 and Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci in
1892, both within three years of Norris’ residence in Paris. The
explorations of the emotional lives of non-aristocratic characters
and the summary revenge and physical violence of the librettos
place them squarely in the tradition of “opera verismo”, generally
acknowledged to have been influenced by Zola’s fiction. The parallel
throws light on Norris’s ideas of the applications of romance to low
life and perhaps on his conception of the style proper to naturalistic
YOI'DBDCC

Realzsm (New York: Penguin Books, 1971), p. 111.

8What Was Naturalism?, ed. Edward Stone (New York: Apple-
ton-Century-Crofts, 1959), p. 56.

Norris Notices in The Conservator
Jennifer Anderson

Texas A&M University

Robert C. Leitz, Il

Louisiana State University in Shreveport

Though Horace Traubel (1858-1919) is best known in literary
circles for his close friendship in Camden, New Jersey, with Walt
Whitman, he was also founder and editor of The Conservator, a
monthly magazine published in Philadelphia from 1890 to 1919.
Initially The Conservator sought to promote the aims of the
followers of the Ethical Culture movement in their philosophical
assault on systematic beliefs and the mystical elements of orthodox
religion. After 1894, however, Traubel changed the focus of the
magazine from the radical ideas of the ethical culmﬂlistsﬁaam
of boosterism for Walt Whitman and the propagation of
beliefs on social, political, and gender issues. The Cor
contained many book reviews, and among these -
Traubel wrote: The Octopus (13 [January, 1903],
ResponsibﬂlﬂaofﬁeNouItd(lﬁ[m 905], 90);
Circle (20 [April, 1909], 28); and me
[September, 1916], 92-93).




beginning of Herne’s eulogy is from Plautus, Bacchides, IV, vii.

hhkhd

Frank Norris
“Whom the gods love die young.”

News of the death of Frank Norris comes like a thunderbolt
out of a clear sky. To American letters his early loss is inestimable.
He attained his artistic maturity at an age when most men are
undeveloped. It is certain that had he lived he would have achieved
still greater things—would have surpassed every other American
novelist. Even as it is, he will rank as preeminently powerful in an
era of great novelists.

His right to such rank lies now in but two books—The Octopus
and The Pit (unpublished}~where, had he been spared, many still
greater might have asserted that right. The Epic of the Wheat, which
was his promise—and what a noble promisel~must stand as his
monument. Many would be glad to die leaving such a monument.
Strong and brilliant as were Norris’s earlier books, they gave no
intimation that he possessed such splendid powers, and in The Epic
of the Wheat they are outshone. The sun of its genius puts out their
candles.

One is reminded of Zola in the style and minor treatment of
Norris’s work, but in the last analysis it is only to Hugo that he can
be compared. Not since the trilogy upon “religion, society, nature,”
of which Les Miserables is the most profound and famous book, has
so vast and inclusive a theme as The Epic of the Wheat been
contemplated by any novelist. Hugoesque, too, was that marvelous
constructive facility by which Norris was able to entangle a score
of lives in one web of tragic destiny—to picture each life so that it
stands before the reader, palpitating with vitality, humanity, from
its most trivial detail, in act or personality, to its highest aspirations
and noblest achievements. Osterman dresses like a dandy and jokes
like a minstrel and dies like a hero. Annixter, the biggest figure in
modern fiction, coarse and brutal—“this poor, crude fellow™—un-
dergoes a regeneration more subtle but as sublime as that of Jean
Valjean. As with Hugo, the smallest detail or most trivial event has
a bearing upon the working out of the story. In imagination, in
dramatic instinct, and in the power to handle a great situation,
Norris was superb. Howﬂlrﬂﬂugistheinddentoﬂ)yke’sﬂwltmd
capture, how unique and masterly the description of Annixter’s vigil
mﬁcm’wingwhm;n,wiﬂmmdmofday.md&edmnof

Jove in his heart, “the morning abruptly blazed into glory uponthe  in
spectacle of a man whose heart leaped exuberant with the love of

ﬁ

Frank Norris set for himself a colossal plan, but in The
Octopus and The Pit, at least, he achieved it to the end. For now
there are only two books. The great trilogy is an unfinished epic,
The full story of the wheat will never be told. It is tragic that a man
so young and so gifted should pass away. In the face of his death
we ask the rebellious question, why must this thing be? But there {§
is no answer from the eternal silence. We can never know. :

Julie A. Herne.

*hkik

The Octopus

ltmaybealatedaytotalkofﬂﬁsearlybook.Butlhavejust
come to it. [ enjoy my first experience with Norris. I have read some
of his short stories. But nothing before this really got hold of me.
Norris makes me feel roomy. He excites my self respect. That is the
triumph of the best books. Norris may easily be criticised. I can see
a hundred frailties and incongruities in The Octopus. But as
weighed against its virtues they are not entitled to consideration.
Norris sees things in a large way. His epic traces the conflict between
the farmer and the railroad. He makes great use of detail but never
with a detail result. By the time Norris is through with his detail
you have arrived with him at the hilltop and can survey a vast
beyond. Norris is a story teller only incidentally. His story is
interesting in itself. But you never stop with the story. You are eager
for its philosophy. This is the reverse of the common impulse. The
philosophy if it is made palpable becomes an offense. Norris spread
himself over the vast wheat fields and suffered himself their
unusual syllogisms. This thing is happening every day east and we:
asserting the same lesson and effect, in some form or oth
leading to the master result. Norris caught the episode
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The Responsibilities of the Novelist

Norris did better than call for an American art. He wrote
.seveml American books. Norris is a good answer to his own call.
Norris surveyed the field. What had been done for America? I have
kept my ear to the ground. I wanted to hear if Norris ever named
Whitman. Not once. Norris should have known Whitman. He should
have been able to see that Whitman was the first sufficient American
voice. Norris disdained the idea that America has to go to Europe
for material. The material is right here. Have you sense enough to
use it? The best material is right where you are. Where are you? It
does not matter. Is there anything in all known history to make the
upsung American epic look cheap? The treasure is at hand. Draw
on it. Norris but repeats for the novel what Whitman has said for
the poetry of the States. A man with the American present does not
need to retreat to any European past. Are we to turn the American
pockets inside out and say: See, the pockets are empty? The
environment or the background is not the subject. The artist is the
subject. There is everything to see. Have you eyes? We talk about
romance. Well, take romance, too. Do you need to borrow romance
of the older worlds? Romance is not in the thing you see but in the
eye that sees. No artist hunts for subjects. Subjects crowd his house.
Subjects knock at his front door. Romance comes easy to the artist
He is indifferent about geography. I do not doubt the mine. Can
you work it? Do not despair of the life you know. That life is as
good life as any life. If you cannot do brave things with the life you
know you are not likely to do brave things with the life you do not
know. Norris made his protest for to-day. For here. For things we
(@ do not need to retreat into history to see or advance into prophecy
to see. For the wheat pit. For the railroad octopus. For Mulberry
Bend. For gambling, thieving and bankruptcy. For the struggle of
people who live with a problem that threatens their destruction.
Norris says this is not too much for romance or too little but just
enough. That is why I wonder why Norris never saw ‘Whitman
anywhere and reached over and shook hands with him. The fact is
Norris was just starting off. Just got his ship under way. Just did a
thing or two. Just traveled a few miles. Then his earthship went
down. It was tragedy to see that ship go down. It would have been
worsethanu'agedyiftbeslﬁphadnotsetoutatall Norris just did
a thing or two. But his thing or two will last,[amnotsorryNorris
isdead._lamgladheisalive.ltisevuyﬂliniinamﬂdofdnd
books for books to be alive.

T

of McTeague or The Octopus suggested in these preliminary
sketches. They are superficially interesting. But they possess no
more than a curio value. Taken in their own right they would never
have been republished. If the author was not so well known because
of his more matured writing it would never occur to anyone to
suggest that The Third Circle is entitled to attention. Now [ see
Norris people discovering Norris cosily enveloped in this inconse-
quential background. The critics are too shrewd for anything in
seeing out of the backs of their heads. Norris was shaping fast when
the end came. I still somehow stand hy [sic] McTeague as the most
brutally virile demonstration of his genius. For panoramic magnif-
icence, for huge historic animation, for immense symbolism, for
interiors of glowing consuming emotion, The Octopus will always
remain isolated in the Norris calendar. And of course The Pit has
dramatic elements that I do not discourage. I cheerfully repeat my
conviction that Norris had projected in his epical trilogy of the
wheat a narrative of the mass movements of modern democracy
which was far and away the most striking design announced in our
native art. But the fact remains that he was struck down with his
plan half-fulfilled. More than that, The Pit falls far below The
Octopus in majesty of immediate power. But McTeague still faces
me with its cruel symbolism. Haunts me. Will not let me off. When
1 take McTeague for what it means in social integration I commence
to understand the scope of Norris’s insight. In A Man’s Woman the
same amplitude of vision is brought into play. Norris always laid
things out on a liberal scale. Size, size, size. That’s written all over

“and under and through his books. Size, size. Not graceless bulk.

Size. Poised perfect capacity and roominess. The early scribbles in
no fashion disclose this characteristic even in remote clues. Norris
had no sickly cloying fondness for foreign themes or for the inane 7
inspirations of American parlors. He preferred the thick of the fight

where the stake is life or death.

b aaa s

deomamdﬂ\em,

The beauty of Vandover is not in its grace but |
ness. It’s not all the truth. But it’s ;
imagination. Yet he left nothing t«



such tragedies? Not the victim, certainly. Something in the social
order. What? Who knows? I dont. Yet we all make our guesses. A
man cant toy with his bad and good. He cant say nothing matters.
He’s got to know that everything matters. With the failures on every
side we cant make light of the hidden hand which pushes men and
women over the cliff into the rapids. There was plenty of heaven in
Vandover’s hell. But there was too much hell in his heaven. He
made terrible fights against the inevitable. But he always broke at
the crisis. He finally said to his fate: “Do anything you choose with
me: It’s no further use.” He was never big enough to be saved. He
was never little enough to be damned. It’s curious that at his worst,
and his worsf [sic] was very bad, he was never wholly brute. And
it’s also curious that at his best, and his best was never good enotigh,
he never was wholly man. He started somehow wrong. Or his father
and mother did. Or his social order did. His far ancestry, perhaps.
Something started wrong. He got into this cursed current. And he
was a goner. Nothing he did to struggle to a landing place again
got him there. It's quite the average thing to say no man’s got any
right to be that sort of a man. But we must look deeper than that
for causes. We must rather say no society’s got any right to be that
sort of a society. We give birth to children spoiled at the start. We
make bankruptcy impossible to avoid. We used to blame it on God
and leave the settlement with the Devil. But we cant do that any
more. Now we’re compelled to blame it on the social chaos and
undertake the settlement ourselves. Vandover was born crooked.
Or trained crooked. He was never instructed in any sustaining
ideals. Not much was missing. But the little that was missing was
fatal. There may only be a tiny screw missing out of a watch. But
that screw is as important to the watch as the watch is to the screw.
The littlest man is as important to the universe as the universe is
to the littlest man. The littlest element in character is as important
to character as character is to the littlest element. You cant skip.
And you cant be skipped. Some little turn in the road might have

directed Vandover’s vehemence from destruction to salvation. Nor-

ris is accused of being pitiless. So he is. But so are the natural laws.
So is gravitation. If you lean too far over the mountain side you’ll
go over. That's pitiléss. But it's also pitiful. Norris is pitiless in his
truths and pitiful in his warnings. He’s pitiless as judge and pitiful
as judgement. He’s as.pitiless as fate and as pitiful as aspiration.
But he’s loyal to his picture. It’s horrible. It makes your flesh creep.
You cant sleep nights as you read it. You ask him: “Did you need
to do this?” No. He didn’t need to. But doing it he did it right. Doing
it he did it without undoing it. We're told this sort of work is no
part of the task of art. But this is 2 late day in which to limit the
field of art. Anything belongs to art that art knows how to handle.
You can have the pretty sickly things too if you want them. E

here are also the ugly well things. You can prefer the esthetic. But

youcmtavoidﬂmihmeful?oummdnm

" day how did we manage to survive all the past, you and I, all of us,
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own degradation. It's like some rotten sea dashing its putrid

up the shore. Yet it possesses a certain majesty, too. Like the ediet,
of an inexorable court. Like the falling of a crushing weight. Lik,
the murderous earthquake. Like cataclysms. Like the birth of
worlds out of exploding nebula. Norris didn’t live to perfect thi,
book. It wasn’t printed till two years ago. It's marked by M.:
technical contradictions. But nothing it may fail to do can coung
anything against the thing it has done. It’s like a bitter draught We
object to taking it. But it does us good to take it. We dont want t5
believe it possible. And yet we’ve got to believe it possible in order
that we may believe other things possible. Though this may be
Norris at his crudest it’s also Norris at his strongest. Emerson says
that the cloud is one of the sun’s most transcendent effects. When
we contemplate the Vandovers and are puzzled we try to think of
the Devil as one of God’s most transcendent effects. If all the failures
are finally failures and all the successes are only successes of the

and get where we are? How? How? But Norris, they say, is an artist
of cesspools. He prefers corruption to purity. He’d rather deal with
sinners than with saints. His universe has the devil in it but no god
in it. He’s afflicted with a sort of scavengering spirit. He looks for
bad and of course finds it. Why dont he look for good? He’d find
that, too. And art, at any rate, belongs to grace not to the cripple.
No writer has any reason for using an ugly word as long as there’s
a pretty word left. Even if the pretty word wont just say what he
wants to say it’ll say it well enough. And so no artist has any excuse
forchoosmganoffenswethaneaslongasanyhgrwthem

is left.
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Frank Norris’s Blix: Jeannette Black as Travk
Joseph R. McElrath, Jr.

Florida State University

Blix has long been recognized as an
featuring an exaggerated but essentially




one is no longer informed of her progress after 8 May 1897. Like

Blix, one surmises, Jeannette had decided to take her life in a new,
unconventional direction.

Presented below is the record of Jeannette’s social calendar

and a catalogue of her wardrobe. The entries indicate a much higher

! social status than one might expect, given Jeannette’s explanation

to Walker that Norris’s mother had hoped that her son would make

2 more socially distinguished marriage. For Nettie Black was clearly

one of the belles and an acquaintance of other distinguished young

ladies with whom Norris associated: Rose Hooper and Anna Lawlor.

1 February 1896

“The Bal poudre and leap year cotillion given by the members
of the Saturday Fortnightly was a really charming entertainment.
However becoming or otherwise powder or patches may be to the
maidens of larger growth, it is irresistible when carried off by the
‘sweet sixteeners.” ... The prettiest of the maidens were Miss Jessie
Cheever, Miss Black, Miss Lathrop, Miss Helen Spaulding, Miss
Charlotte Field, and Miss Grace Sabin. Miss Black is a striking-look-
ing girl, with deep, brown eyes, blue-black hair, and clear, olive
complexion.... All the girls wore powdered hair; some had their locks
glittering with diamond dust, which soon transferred itself to the
dress suits of the lads, and covered the floor..” (The Gossip,
“Splashes,” The Wave, 15, 10).

17 October 1896

“The first meeting of the Saturday Fortnightly was held in
Lunt’s Hall on October 10th. It was a jolly affair and decidedly
informal. There girls were all simply dressed in dainty dimities or
; dotted swisses. The cotillion was led by Mr. Webb Jennings and Miss
Ndhe Black. Although it was Mr. Jennings’ maiden effort, he
showed himself most efficient, and was complimented by Mr.
Greenway. The figures were on the marching order, but a new cross
figure, which was exceedingly pretty, was introduced. I was rather
amused at one little episode that occurred. It appears that the young
people have a habit of rising out of turn and ‘sneaking’ into the
figures, which puts the leader out and confuses things generally.
They attempted this on Saturday evening, but Mr. Jennings very
quietly blew his whistle, ordered the interlopers to their seats and
started the figure anew. The girls were chiefly from the younger
set. I did not see any of the debutantes and only a sparse sprinkling
of the older girls. '

“Miss Nettie Black looked charming in a soft white mull frock.
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Society,” The Wave, 15, 12).

carriage, in white, and Miss Lucy Jackson in blue chiffon. Among
the prettiest of the maids there were Miss Laura Bates in biue
dimity, Miss Mae Moody in a flowered Dresden silk, Miss Rose
Hooper in white, Miss Eva Moody in pale pink, Miss Nettie Black
in white, brightened by cerise ribbons; Miss Marie Messer and Miss
Marietta Havens. Little Miss Anna Lawlor was bewitching in a nile
green frock, which set off her bright coloring most effectively.
Perhaps the handsomest girl present was Miss Bertha Dolbeer, who
was exquisitely gowned in pale sea foam silk and chiffon. The
german was led by Mr. Al Russell alone” (“In Society,” The Wave,
15, 10).

28 November 1896

“The usual meeting of the Saturday Fortnightly Cotillion Club
took place last week.... The german was led by Mr. Howard Adams
and Miss Georgie Smith, who executed some very pretty figures.
Mr. Adams is the best leader among the younger set, and appears
to understand the art of arranging and engineering intricate figures.
Among the prettiest of the girls were Miss Ethel Dixon, 2 tall
brunette, who was gowned in pale orange silk; Miss Charlotte Field,
in white tulle over green; Miss Blanche Norman, in white organdie
over lavender; Miss Annie Lawlor, in pale blue and white; Miss
Gertie Bates, who is considered the best girl dancer, was in white
with yellow ribbons, and Miss Kate Power, in white. Perhaps the
honors of belledom may be said to be divided between Miss Florence
Stone and Miss Nettie Black” (“In Society,” The Wave, 15, 12).

12 December 1896
“The Saturday Evening Dancing Class was not so well at-
tended as usual, owing to the epidemic of colds now raging among |
the maidens. The german was capitally arranged by Mr. Donald |
as usual, were superintended by Mr. Howard Adams. The | el
excellentandﬂzemwcmoremspiﬁﬁng&mwﬂfﬁ

white, with pink ribbons; Misslknelimh
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Nettie Black wore black organdie and green ribbons. Miss Crowell,
white organdie over green satin. Miss Van Wyck wore a soft white
frock, with bright ribbons. Miss Gertrude Palmer looked charming
in white organdie over pale blue. Of the older girls the Misses Moody
looked handsome in lavender and pink silk” (“In Society,” The

Wave, 15, 22).

2 January 1897

“I was utterly worn out on Saturday morning...I ...decided to
go to the Fortnightly, when lo, mamma appeared and said I should
not. Of course that made me obstinate, and at 9 sharp [ was speeding
down to Lunt’s Hall in my coupe. The decorations were still fresh
and lent a festive air to the scene. The hall was crowded and some
lovely gowns were worn. Mr. Howard Adams and Gertrude Bates
led the cotillion and introduced some new figures, which were quite
complicated, but very pretty. I am always glad when any change is
made, as the driving and marching figures follow one another with
the regularity of clockwork, and are as tiresome as papa’s best
stories. I never saw Bertha Dolbeer look so pretty. In my eyes she
is one of the belles of the debutantes, and I admire her even more
than [ do Bernie Drown. She wore a very pretty frock of pale blue.
Mae Moody, her cousin, also looked very sweet; Gertrude Van Wyck
made an effective picture in a pale pink gown; Marie Messer looked
as bright and vivacious as usual in a bright red frock. I wish I had
Marie’s brain, the boys say she is so intelligent, and I am only
piquant and amusing. Well, we can’t have everything, I suppose.
Ethel Dickson is a handsome girl too, and as jolly as possible. She
wore a white China silk gown. Nettie Black also looked fetching in
white swiss, with tight red sash and ribbons...” (Miss Cricket, “A
Debutante’s Diary,” The Wave, 16, 10).

16 January 1897

“On Saturday Arthur, Leila and [ went to the Fortnightly, and
simply made things hum. There were dozens of pretty girls, and we
all had to be as bewitching as possible. You see we have not only
to cross swords with the popular older girls, like Laura Bates and
Jast year debutantes, but there are several of next season’s debu-
prettiest of the maidens—I fancy there were about a dozen in all
exceedingly well; May Weldon, a dark girl of medium height, who
is quite handsome, wore 2 pretty white frock, brightened with red
ribbons. Gertie Bates wore a simple little blue WM
Gertrude Van Wyck looked charming in blue and white chiffon.
WMmhﬂepﬂmpap&-%w VI
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gather in numbers, and one sees there innumerable pretty girls and
the brightest and most enthusiastic youths. Last Saturday’s affair
was no exception to the rule. Howard Adams led with Miss Edna
Van Wyck for his partner. The figures were of the marching order,
and every one had a good time. I noticed some very effective
costumes—Miss Gertie Bates in grey silk, Miss Margaret Cole in
white mull over blue silk, Miss Jeanette Black in green organdie
over green silk, Miss Gertie Van Wyck in blue silk, Miss Ethel
Dickson in yellow, and Miss Edna Van Wyck in pink organdie over
pink silk” (“In Society,” The Wave, 16, 10).

20 February 1897

‘TheSamrdayNightdanangdasmetontlnevenh!ofh
13 inst. Mr. William Smith led the cotillion, and introduced some
new figures. New figures are more welcome than ripe cherries
nowadays. The usual array of girls looked even more charming than
usual. Miss Mae Moody was in orange satin; Miss Florence Stone
wore gray silk; Miss Emma Butler was in flowered Dresden silk. I
noﬁwdaboMisMaﬁeM&serinwhiteor@ndie.lﬁ“m
Black in white silk, Miss Forman in cream colored silk, Miss
Gertrude Bates in white Swiss, Miss Anna Lawlor in green silk and
mull” (“In Society,” The Wave, 16, 10). ¢

27April 1897

.. I went to the Saturday Fortnightly’s closing cotillion, which
was delightful. All the girls wore new, fresh frocks, and looked
exceedingly well. It was held in the Native Sons’ Hall, a cozy place, |
all delicately decorated in white and gold. As the german wasa |
military affair, swordsandﬂagsmconsphmcnanlﬂﬁ.m :
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belles of the future. Then there was Clara Hamilton, and Joe and
Jack Sullivan. Sarah Dean, with a party, had another box, and
endless other people. The play was dull, flat, and unprofitable~not
in it with the last year's show. That was really fun. I don’t see why
the boys chose ‘London Assurance.’ It is all very well in its way, but
"Varsity plays are infinitely better adapted to amateur effort, at least
that is Miss Cricket’s humble opinion.

“.. 1 am going to a dance at Stanford to-night. Quite a party
of us are going down to stay at the Sigma Nu’s house. Jessie
Cheever, Florence Stone, Nettie Black, May Crowell and your Miss
Cricket..." (Miss Cricket, “A Debutante’s Diary,” The Wave, 16, 10).

8 May 1897

“Now for my own quiet pleasures. I had a splendid time at the
Stanford dance, and found the ‘Cardinal’ boys almost as fascinating
as the ‘Blue and Gold,’ but not quite. Then on Sunday we all went
to Trocadero and beyond there for a ride; it was a glorious day, and
we had much fun. On Monday morning the usual crowd of us went
to the Lurline [Baths}=Gibbons, Emma Butler, Nettie Black, Marie
Wells, Charlotte Moulder and a number of men. Mae Moody seems
to be the best swimmer, and is delightfully fearless in the water, but
| think Marie Wells looks the prettiest of the set; her complexion is
so fresh and her hair seems to caress her face, it curls round so.
Then in the evening, we all went to [John Philip Sousa’s opera] ‘El
Capitain’ and enjoyed it so. There were ever so many theater parties.
Every one in town seemed to be there, and yet Arthur, who went
with the Bohemian Club fellows to the Tivoli, said there was a very
goodly gathering there, too ...” (Miss Cricket, “A Debutante’s Diary,”
The Wave, 16, 10).

.‘ Current Publications: Update
Thomas K. Dean
University of Iowa

Presented here is a seventh installment designed to comple-
ment Frank Norris: A Reference Guide (1974). The arrangement
of items is chronological and alphabetical within years. Please
forward new and omitted items to Thomas K. Dean.

Frohock, W.M. “Frank Norris.” In Seven Novelists in the American
Naturalist Tradition: An Introduction. Ed. Charles Child Walcutt.

Owned and Borrowed. New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 1984,
pp. 84-85. Lists McTeague and The Octopus, as well as Kathleen
Norris's Mother: A Story.

Hamilton, David Mike. “The Tools of My Trade™: The Annotated
Books in Jack London’s Library. Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1986, p. 216. Lists The Octopus.

Lawlor, Mary. “Life’ and ‘Literature’ in Frank Norris’s Cowboy
Tales,” Prairie Winds, Spring-Summer 1986, pp. 34-40. Explores
how Norris dealt with his troublesome dialectic of “life” versus
“[iterature” by utilizing narrative distancing, making the storyteller
a rough wilderness man rather than utilizing his own voice.

“McTeague: A Story of San Francisco.” In The Cambridge Hand-
book of American Literature. Ed. Jack Salzman and others. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986, pp. 157-58. Plot
summary.

“Norris, Frank.” In The Cambridge Handbook of American Liter-
ature. Ed. Jack Salzman and others. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1986, p. 178. Biographical sketch.

“The Octopus: A Story of California.” In The Cambridge Handbook
of American Literature. Ed. Jack Salzman and others. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986, p. 181. Plot summary.

“The Pit: A Story of Chicago.” In The Cambridge Handbook of
American Literature. Ed. Jack Salzman and others. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986, pp. 194-95. MM

Verma, S.N. Frank Norris: A Literary Legend.
Publishing House Pvt. Ltd., 1986; distributed
York. Analysis of Norris’s writings within tr:
cial/philosophical contexts of determinism, a
emergesasﬁteheadofthem 2

Gardner, Joseph. Dickens in A
Nonis. New Yark% Gai F

Minneapolis: Universiy of Minnesota Press, 1974, pp. 5591 Re-
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and Norris 2s a2 means of advertisement for Doubleday (p. 131).

Kazin, Alfred. A Writer’s America: Landscape in Literature. New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1988, pp. 197, 209, 211-212. In The Octopus,
Norris sees the opulent California landscape as representative of
the unfinished struggle for existence.

McElrath, Joseph R., Jr. “The Deconstruction of a Bibliography: The
Frank Norris Canon,” South Central Review, 5, No. 2 (Summer,
1988), 5161. Many attributions to Norris of writings not signed by
him have resulted in bibliographies which do not offer an empiri-
cally verifiable description of his canon.

— “Frank Norris.” In American Literary Critics and Scholars,
1880-1900, volume 71 of Dictionary of Literary Biography. Ed.
John W. Rathbun and Monica M. Grecu. Detroit: Gale Research
Company, 1988, 168-79. Describes Norris as literary critic, mainly

in terms of his role as a theorist concerning Naturalism. Lists

Norris’s publications and provides a selected list of writings on
Norris as critic.

~———. “Ovid’s Halcyone-Ceyx Myth in Frank Norris’s The Pit”
Classical and Modern Literature, 8 (1988), 319-323. Allusions to
Ovid’s Halcyone-Ceyx myth are essential to the characterization of
Laura Jadwin as the faithful wife. They confirm the likelihood that
Corthell did not successfully seduce her in chapter 8. (Response to
Joseph Katz, “Eroticism in American Literary Realism,” Studies in
American Fiction, 5 [1977], 35-50.)

McQuade, Donald. “Inteliectual Life and Public Discourse.” In
Columbia Literary History of the United States. Ed. Emory Elliott
andothers.NewYorkCohnnbiaUnimsitmes,lQSS,pp.?l_S-
732, passim. Norris’s work figures in a literature responsive to
America’s development as a corporate society.

Michaels, Walter Benn. “Frank Norris, Josiah Royce and the Ontol-
ogy of Corporations.” In American Literary Landscapes: The
Fiction and the Fact. Ed. Jan F.A. Bell and D.K. Adams. London:
Vision Press, 1988; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989, pp. 122-151.
See chapter 6, “Corporate Fiction,” of Michaels’ The Gold Standard
and the Logic of Naturalism (BeﬂwhyUniverwdwfomia
Press, 1987).

Milton, John R. “Approaches to Region/Place: A Con

Himself,” Dreiser Studies, 19, No. 2 (Fall, 1988), 2-21. Presents the
text of “Down Hill,” part of a long autobiographical essay describing
Dreiser’s depression after the publication of Sister Carrie. Dreiser
refers to Norris several times, regarding the 1900 publication of the
novel.

Roripaugh, Robert. “The Writer’s Sense of Place,” South Dakota
Review, 26, No. 4 (Winter, 1988), 111-120. Attempts to disprove
Norris’s claim in “A Neglected Epic” that the West has produced
no significant literature.

Seamon, Roger. “Naturalist Narratives and Their Ideational Con-
text: A Theory of American Naturalist Fiction,” The Canadian
Review of American Studies, 19 (1988), 47-64. “Naturalism is the
distinctive outcome of a complex interaction between a recoverable
ideational background and a peculiar narrative form” (p. 47).
Norris’s critical ideas about story and purpose figure prominently
in this theory.

Sundquist, Eric J. “Realism and Regionalism.” In Columbia Liter-
ary History of the United States. Ed. Emory Elliott and others. New
York: Columbia University Press, 1988, pp. 501-524, passim. Norris
is part of a group of writers who gave Western writing a mythic
dimension.

Ware, Elaine. “Struggle for Survival: Parallel Theme and Tech-
niques in Steinbeck’s ‘Flight’ and Norris’s McTeague,” Steinbeck
Quarterly, 21 (1988), 96-103. Many close parallels in plot, character,
and theme suggest that McTeague influenced Stdnbeek’s m
aMt”

Wiistenhagen, Heinz. “Stephen Cranes [sic] ‘Das m&.w
Weimarer Beitrage, 3 (1988), 413424. Mentions Norris's
ofﬂzeRedBadgeofCoumge,"lheGmeasm Ut




