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SPECIAL ISSUE

PERVERTED TALES

The essays in this issue were first delivered at a meeting of the Norris Society during the 1992 American Literature
"perverted Tales,” first published in

Association Convention in San Diego, California. Each focuses upon Frank Norris's

the San Francisco weekly magazine, The Wave, in its Christmas 1897 issue (16 [18 December 1897}, 5-7), and most
recently reprinted in Donald Pizer’s Frank Norris: Novels and Essays (New York: Library of America, 1986), pp. 1119-
1133. Norris's six "tales” are parodies of influential authors of his day. The primary question addressed by each of the
essays is, what then-well-known characteristics of the authors’s styles and typical subject ma

for comic effect?
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regarded as a note-book realist of the modern type. He
is [wrongly] assumed to be happiest when writing from
direct experience without refinement or transmutation.™
Kipling-as-mere-realist is thus as false as the image of
Zola-as-realist that Norris similarly rejected in "Zola as
a Romantic Writer” (1896).

We share this with Palmer and Norris: we now have
no trouble seeing how fanciful were Kipling and other
alleged "note-book realists” like Zola and Norris
himself. Now free from the overreactions of the turn of
the century, we properly perceive Kipling as a realistic-
romantic or romantic-realist artist, like Jack London,
Theodore Dreiser, and other moderns who have given
the lic to the opposition between reason and
imagination pictured in Poe’s "Sonnet—To Science.”
QOddly enough, Kipling—like James Lane Allen—even
fits the remarkably broad definition of literary
naturalism discoverable in Norris’s several
commentaries on the sensibility as a synthesis of
romanticism and realism. Palmer, at least, would not

find this too extreme a categorization. When focusing

on Kipling’s taste for graphic and colorful descriptions
of physical violence, Zola comes to mind; Palmer
declares that "Mr. Kipling cannot conceal his delight in
his competency to make war as nasty as Zola or Tolstoy
have made it The Zola of La Débécle and the
Kiplingode&‘asIhmandIkeL?ghlIhatFailedhad
+hat in common; and Norris was not far behind in the
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To employ in the parody Kipling’s well-known
method of indicating the termination or suppression of
a digression—"But that’s another story"—is as
minimally significant as quoting today Kipling’s "The
Betrothed" to the familiar effect that a woman is only
a woman but a cigar is a good smoke. To give the
beginning of a Berkeley football cheer as the third |
epigraph and then cite it as a "Barrack-room ballad" is
only to indicate Norris’s awareness of that collection |
of Kipling’s poems. Norris goes well beyond this level |
of familiarity. o4

Mrs. Hawkseye, for-example, is Kipling’s once well-
known Mrs. Hawksbee, the charming light-comedy |
heroine given to witty conversation and clever, |
scheming behavior among her fellow colonials in |
stories appearing in Plain Tales from the Hills (18%0)
and Under the Deodars (1891). The pa
Mulligatawney, Lear-eyed, and Orf-of-this are keyed
to three of Kipling’s most successful characterizations
of British soldiers. They are the inseparable t
question in Soldiers Three and Other
in other collections as well: Mullig
given the lion’s share of dialogue i
Terence Mulvaney, a broadly drawn
brogue Norris captures expertl
Learoyd, a Yorkshirer
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Amendment,” Plain Tales) and both dacoit and
puckarowed ("The Taking of Lungtungpen,” Plain Tales).
Norris knew his Kipling. :

- -—As 10 the plot of the parody—Norris—takes—Mrs—

Hawksbee and the three soldiers out of their original,
local color contexts in their tales, and in the parody he
drops them into the quite different environment
featured in another collection of short stories from
which he derived the parody’s title. "The 'Ricksha That
Happened" is an allusion to Kipling’s "The Phantom
Rickshaw” (The Phantom Rickshaw, 1889), whose
atmosphere is that of the strange, the inexplicable,
and—as is seen with an actual phantom rickshaw

featured in the title story—the ghostly. Thus the

parody begins with lighthearted observations on'the
manners and foibles of British military life in India and,
midway, it veers into a broad burlesque of the
Kiplingesque mystery tale once the character,
Stepterfetchit, arrives on the scene. Stepterfetchit is
half Kipling (the British soldier) and half a creation
from Norris’s Berkeley years when the name served as
his "coon culture” nom de plume. Like Kipling’s three
soldiers, Stepterfetchit drinks too much; the Major and
the narrator attempt to save him; as they arrive at his
dak-bungalow the all-too-audible ticking of an eight-day
clock is ominous, then terrifying; they have arrived too

late, for Stepterfetchit has already killed his
Jinricksha—whatever that means, given the numerous

denotations of that word in the parody. In this
immmNomsseemmbemgesﬁngapomg

The problem with determining n in the
itself is the potenmland
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art. Imitation, of course, is the highest form of
and admission of influence; and Norris’s 1896 story,"A
Salvation Boom in Matabeleland,” most positively
bespeaks Kipling’s sway.* It is st in South Africa, and |
one of its early sentences shows that the "Perverted y
Tales” parody is, in effect, one directed against Norris
himself as well. Norris as Kiplingesque narrator |
states: "Ingodusi, who first told [this story], was an
induna in Lobengula’s pet regiment or imy which
afterward came to be the great Imbezzu impi." That is
it sounds as though we are in Kipling’s India. We
on to read about "Mahunda indaba," a "sjambok
rhinoceros hide," "Maghwheena,""assegais," "kirris," an,
"Umtagati." Further, "A Salvation Bo "
character crucified by the hands only on
pole—seemingly a hallmark gesture on
Norris’s part, until one reads Kipling’s'
Would Be King" in The Pha
character named Peachey is cru
unique fashion: wooden pegs are
hands into two pine trees. To
goal that both writers
In the mid 1890s, wher
debt to others like
Harding Davis, N
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seight av the thruck. ...”

—"The Courting of Dinah Shadd," Soldiers Three.
fegese;

"I waz only a recruity then.™

"“Wanst upon a time, as the childer-books say, I was

- a recruity.””

—"The God from the Machine,"” Soldiers Three.
jezoze;

"“But I waz a corpril wanst. I was rejuced
aftherwards, but I waz a corpril wanst,” . . ."

™1 was a corp’ril then—rejuced afterwards, but a
corp’ril then.™
—"The Courting of Dinah Shadd," Soldiers Three.

"I-was a Corp’ril then. I was rejuced aftherwards,
but, no matther, I was a Corp’ril wanst.™

—"The God from the Machine," Soldiers Three.
rejuced

™“Whin I was a Corpri—I was

aftherwards—but, as I say, whin I was a Corp'ril, I

was a divil of a man.™
—"The Solid Muldoon," Soldiers Three.

. . . whin I was a Corp’ril. I was rejuced
aftherwards—but no matther—I was a Corp’ril
wanst.”

—"The Daughter of the Regiment,” Plam Tdaﬁ'om
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Frank Norris’s "The Green Stone of Unrest"

Stanley Wertheim
William Paterson College
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mass circulation magazines and, more especially, in the
little magazines of the 1890s such as Town Topics, the

Philistine, Chips, the Bauble, the Lotus, and the

. Philosopher.So that-when Frank Norris of the Wave

Parody was an extreme]y popular form of anti-
romantic humor in the late nineteenth century. Like
Mark Twain, Frank Norris, and Bret Harte, Stephen
Crane wrote parodies, and he continued to write them
throughout his career. Indeed, the first book-length
study of Crane’s fiction, Eric Solomon’s Stephen Crane:
From Parody to Realism (1966), an otherwise discerning
work, tendentiously pursues the theme that Crane’s
most important novels and short stories adapted the
conventions of the subliterature of his time to create
parodic equivalents of popular fiction. Solomon
emphasizes that Crane usually practices a2 more serious
form of parody than Twain, Norris and Harte, a kind of
parody that is not comical and deflationary but is
directed toward positive and constructive ends.'
Nevertheless, Crane did write humorous parodies, but
he differed from these contemporaries in that he
focused his attacks upon popular literary genres and
forbore to take aim at individual writers. In "Why Did
the Young Clerk Swear?” (1893) Crane ridicules the
spurious eroticism of French fiction; "Some Hints for
Play-Makers" (1893) derides popular melodrama, as

Crane had done earlier in Maggie; "A Tale of Mere

Chance" (1896) burlesques the Poe school of mystery
and horror; and "A Self-Made Man," published in 1899
but written earlier, caricatures the Horatio Alger story.

Crane’s final and most ambitious foray into parod

occurred at the very end of his life when he com

thcyeaterpanofmepmﬂmmonsm O'Ri
: / muc of the Alexanc
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came to write "The Green Stone of Unrest" in
December 1897, the conventions were well established.
The prose texts upon which Norris focused his
parody were primarily The Red Badge, Maggie, whose
beginning is alluded to in Norris’ opening sentence, "A
Mere Boy stood on a pile of blue stones," and "The
Open Boat," which Norris read in its only periodical
appearance in Scribner’s Magazine (June 1897). Norris
mocks the refrain echoing in the collective mind of the
men in the dinghy: ™If I am going to be drowned—if
I am going to be drowned—if I am going to be
drowned, why, in the name of the seven mad gods who
rule the sea, was I allowed to come thus far and
contemplate sand and trees?"" which he ,
the Mere Boy's laconic commentary "If I'm_
be shot . . . if I'm goin’ teh be shot, b’Jimmi;
The characterizanons of the Mere Bey{ ne
serge officer” indicate, of course, Norris’s:
Crane’s penchant for epithets r:
names. ‘
Norris was also clearly
Crane’s poems in The B
Elbert Hubbaxd’




When the chorus of colors came over the water,
Little songs of carmine, violet, green, gold.

Small glowing pebbles

Thrown on the dark plane of evening

Sing good ballads of God

And eternity, with soul's rest.

Little priests, little holy fathers

None can doubt the truth of your hymning

When the marvelous chorus comes over the water
Songs of carmine, violet, green, gold. (P. 124.)

Parody is an exaggerated replication of a style in
order to satirize or ridicule stylistic mannerisms or
distinctive qualities of thought, or both. Parodies of
Crane in the 1890s often fixated upon his verbal
exuberance, which Norris spoofs with esoteric words
and neologisms—e. g, "pullulated,” “obnublilated,”
"paranthine"—and upon his abusive use of color
imagery. Indeed, it was a formidable task to satirize a
writer who in this regard seemed so frequently to
engage in self-parody, as in The Red Badge of Courage
where a charge is described as "a blind and despairing
rush by the collection of men in dusty and tattered blue,
over a green sward and under a sapphire sky, toward a

fence, dimly outlined in smoke, from behind which™

spluttered the fierce rifles of enemies.” Crane’s
theatrical use of color was the single aspect of his

impressionistic technique most frequently parodied by

contemporaries. James Gibbons Huneker, for exampl
mwmcmsmmmmm
ManﬂnBaymightread: .
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Then with a blackish white tremor, strong
battleships sank greenly chromely black into the
water. A gauntly greenish smell tore the air. The
mumm;bomm.ommm
wine into a dingy funnel.

Admiral Dewey had won.?

The Red Badge of Courage, upon which Norris's
of Crane is centered, contains some 250 coloy
Mmtofthemuemedinmalhﬁc“ i

"vermillion vaney." "mauve h

and "pebbles, Naples yonw
distinguishes Crane’s penchant in
descriptions utilizing more
"amber,” "dun," "leaden,” "mo
"wine-tinted," "rose," and "sap
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“The oysters have rushed down me

"With the terrapin.

“These things have I eaten,” quoth the gourmet,
—~"Possessing-only-mouth-and nose ————

7

relieve his feelings, began to scold like a wet parrot.”
Cannon "squatted in a row like savage chiefs,” and
they "belched and howled like brass devils s guarding a

"But you—
“You put tomato catsup on your salad.™®

Even more successful is this lampoon of Crane’s Greco-
Turkish War reporting which originally appeared in the
Lewiston [Maine] Journal and was reprinted in the New
York Tribune on 18 May 1897: -

I have seen a battle.

I find it is very like what

I wrote up before.

I congratulate myself that

I ever saw 2 battle.

I am pleased with the sound of war.
I think it is beautiful.

I thought is would be.

I am sure of my nose for battle.

I did not see any war correspondents while
I was watching the battle except

L (P.6)

In the self-centered universe of Crane’s characters
nature is often personified. She appears to be

| P—

sympathetic, indifferent, or malevolent according to

their circumstances and moods. "The Green Stone of
Unr&t'repmsemsa‘paﬂidm:hat'communiated
another Incomprehensible Fact™ that “the poplars

understood™; on the uplands where cloud shadows

mdmmqumswm&yandﬁgg

gate.” The man in "The Open Boat" who sheds his
clothing as he bounds into the surf to rescue the cook
when the dinghy is beached is "naked as a tree in
winter." Here again, since parody depends upon
exaggeration, Norris found it difficult to be more
outrageous than his subject, but he accomplishes this
wonderfully in depicting "the larger landscape, printed
in four colors, like a poster"; "cannon, like voluble but
non-committal toads with hunched backs [that],
fulminated vast hiccoughs at unimpassioned intervals”;

the army line that "obnubilated itself in whiteness as a
line of writing is blotted with a new blotter”;
"pulpy white" "Thing . . . . beautifully spotted with rt
like tomato stains on a rolled napkin"; and the yell
sun "dropping on the green plain of the earth,
twenty-dollar gold piece falling on the baize clot
gaming table," clearly an allusion
notorious simile in Crane’s fiction,
pasted in the sky like a wafer."
Another aspect ofCram s snyie
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I walked

Placing one foot before the other. '(Cambridge: ;

Each step brought me two feet nine inches nearer my Musical Courier, 27 (3 August 1898), 20
destination *Bauble. 2 (January, 1896), 7-8. R

And as 1 walked I looked “The wmqma..,“m:m

To the right vois. (Chariottesville: The University Press of Virg

And lei2 1969-76), vol. 8, 16. 8

And straight ahead. SPhilosopher, 4 (August, 1898), 53.

I saw many things— {(New York: Garland, 1988), pp. 11,

A woman sitting on a doorstep;

Two dogs fighting;

A cat lying in the sun;

A trolley car;

Three wagons and one cab; G i

Houses, barns, fences and fields.

I passed sixteen women Ooamcly &f s S50 “ 53

And five men.

One hour and twenty-five minutes from the time | M&;.H‘!H?t:&;
started s

I reached the end of my jourey. mm&”‘m

I then turned round moved ,

‘And walked back, .. e

Moving my legs in the same manner as before.’

Crane’s use of detail, however, was not usually for the
purpose of achieving circumstantial realism but more
often, especially in his eariier writing, to record shifts
in centers of vision and awareness. Imitating Crane’s
the nervous, elliptical quality of his prose and the often
hallucinatory nature of his characters’ perceptions. |
allows "the idea of the green pebble to nic
the sharp edge of the disk of
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one of the seven original stories Harte wrote for the
Overland Monthly early in his career.
The particular targets of Norris’ satire were the

fastidious habits and mock-chivalrous death of Harte’s

gambler John Oakhurst. As Harte’s story opens,
Oakhurst steps into the main street of Poker Flat and
wipes the red dust of the town from his "neat boots"
with his handkerchief. After he is expelied from the
town by a vigilance committee, he "bestirred himself in
dusting his black clothes, washing his hands and face,
and other acts characteristic of his studiously neat
habits." Later, when the gambler is trapped with the
other outcasts in a mountain blizzard, he piles a supply
of wood beside their cabin before slipping into the
forest and killing himself. As the story ends, a search
party comes upon a "deuce of clubs pinned to the bark”
of "one of the largest pine-trees” in the gulch, with
Oakhurst’s epitaph "written in pencil, in a firm hand™:

BENEATH THIS TREE
LIES THE BODY
OF
JOHN OAKHURST,
WHO STRUCK A STREAK OF BAD LUCK . ..
AND ;
HANDED IN HIS CHECKS. . . .

"And pulseless and cold, with a Derringer by his side
and 2 bullet in his heart, though still calm as in life,

beneath the snow lay he who was at once the strongest

and yet the weakest of the outcasts of PokerFlavy - oo

Norris’s John Oak-hearse is, if possible, even more
mwmwmmmymm S

st et B

~spades (marked) pinned to the bar

9

sandwich from one who had loved not wisely but too
many." Norris’ story ends by echoing Harte’s almost
verbatim: A search party comes upon "an ace of
of "one
largest pine trees" in the gulch, with Oak-hearse’s
epitaph "written in pencil with a firm hand":

Here lies the body

of
JOHN OAK-HEARSE, Bet
who was too much of a gentleman
to play a
Royal-flush

against a

Queen-full
"And so, pulseless and cold with a Derringer
side and a bullet in his brain, though still cal
life lay he who had been at once
pride of Tomato Can." As William J.
"Oak-hearse and his exploits t
type and story pattern which
throughout Harte’s fiction: t!

anarchistic Westerner, free
constraints, who
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sells in Sacramento. One day his "pup dog" retrieves
one of the sticks which blows "a big enough hole in the
ground to bury a horse an’ wagon, let alone Cock-eye,"
as the cowboy yarnspinner explains. "So we planted him
there, an’ put up a board, an’ wrote on it:

Here lies most
of
C. BLACKLOCK,
who died of a’
entangling alliance with a
a
stick of dynamite.!®

This paragraph epitaph is, in fact, something of a
parting shot at Harte, who had died in England only
two months before the story was published.

Still, Norris was not unqualifiedly critical of Harte.
He noted in an 1897 sketch for The Wave that "of
course one has read a good deal in Bret Harte" about
the neighborhoods on Telegraph Hill," and he
apparently planned to publish a collection of short
stories the same year under the title Ways That Are
Dark—an allusion to Harte’s poem "Plain Language
from Truthful James" or "The Heathen Chinee."?
Above all, Harte’s "condensed novels"—travesties of
works by such writers as Cooper, Dickens, and

Hugo—no doubt inspired the very form of Norris’s

"perverted tales,” even to the elliptical dashes in the
authors’ names. However sophomoric they may seem
today, Harte’s "condensed novels" were hailed as "the
best prose parodies in the language” as late as 1
whcn lns xepntation was at its 1231

5 &
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Boston Evening Transcript, 8 January 1902; rpt. in Willard E. * ;

Martin, Jr., "Two Uncollected Essays by Frank Norris,"
American Literature, 8 (May 1936), 192; and in The Literary
Criticism of Frank Norris, ed. (Austin:

University of Texas Press, 1964), p. 104. s
‘Linda szBarnet!,Bmig;c.BiR“?’bmm
ston: G. K. Hall, 1980) y | passim.
(Bfmwm omeHa;’f.od.mmm
(Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1926),
The Outcasts of Poker Flat and Other Tales
New American Library, 1961), pp. 112-123.
"William J. Hug, "McTeague as Metafiction? Frank
Parodies of Bret Harte and the Dime Novel,
American Literature, 36 (Novambw m&x (
*Hug, 221. 8.
*Robert B. Pearsall, 'Blizawh m :
Larsen," Western American Literature, )
Century, N.S. 42 (July 1902); rpt.
Wheat and Other Stories of the New
York: Doubleday, Page, 1903), pp.
" Among Cliff-Dwellers," The |
“Eleanor M. Davenport, "Some
Writers," University of California )
1897); rpt. in Frank Norris: The
/ "San Francisco Chmm’ék,

Norris’
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situations. He had turned away from attempts to
produce high romance, and in pieces like "Man
Proposes,” "Little Dramas of the Curbstone,” and the

11

almost fatal attack of Harding-Davis.®
Norris's infatuation with Davis’s work was at the
time not uncommon. Davis was one of the most

series entitled "Outward and Visible Signs,” Norris
instead provided readers with social portraiture and a
careful analysis of interpersonal relationships. It was
these features that would become the trademarks of his
later work.

Yet, as "Perverted Tales” shows, Norris utilized his
tenure at The Wave to experiment with a variety of
styles and voices, switching in these pieces from his
standard Wave material to carefully crafted literary
parody and satire. The fact that he was willing to
publicly satirize writers currently enjoying far more
secure reputations than his own reflects Norris's self-
confidence in his own abilities, and his growing need to
step out of the shadows of his literary mentors. The
additional fact that he was able to mimic the various
styles of his subjects with such accuracy suggests that he
was more than familiar with their collective works.

Certainly this is true in Davis’s case, for repeatedly

Norris self-consciously recognized the novelists

' considerable influence. In his 1895 article "Our
Unpopular Novelists,” Norris laments what he sees as
the absence of talented American writers, as
represented by William Dean Howells and “our own
dear Harding-Davis." The following year, in his short
story "His Sister,” Norris writes of young Strelitz, a

-

mgmgyoungwme:whosemmaﬂybe‘

asreprmnngmrﬁssmW'

widely-read American writers of the 1890s. His impact
upon the values of the upper-class reading public is
difficult to overestimate. Achicving near-instant
popularity with "Gallagher: A Newspaper Story” in
1890, Davis quickly established 2 lasting reputationnot
onlyforbxsmdandu@dyw

and Others (1892), The Exiles and Other Stori
Three Gringos in Venezuela (1895), and the :
novdee‘msome(lmm,_ _,
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appreciated by those less capable. His life was a
constant stream of self-imposed challenges, and
self-achieved successes. Here was a man who helped to
found his university’s football team, and then proceeded
to score that team’s first touchdown. Here was a man
who sailed down the Congo, who accompanied a
Whitechapel police-sweep for Jack the Ripper, who
once went undercover disguised as a criminal to
infiltrate a neighborhood gang, who served as special
correspondent during the Cuban Insurrection and the
Greco-Turkish War, and who once rode with Teddy
Roosevelt and the Rough Riders.*

Davis’s enduring characters are each essentially
fictional representations of the various aspects of his
own personality. His most notable man of action is
Robert Clay, the superman of Soldiers of Fortune. Like
Davis himself, Clay strides boldly through life, a
self-made man of singular achievement. Clay represents
the paragon of manhood, the ultimate gentleman
adventurer. As such, he fervently believes in the moral
correctness of propriety and good sportsmanship. His
past, again similar to Davis’s own, is gilded with the
medals earned by his own sweat and blood, his own
perseverance and daring.

In contrast to Robert Clay stands Cortlandt Van
Bibber, the gentleman socialite of the Van Bibber tales.
Van Bibber, unlike Clay, is not modeled after the
‘traditional epic hero, but he still represents Davis’s
sensibilities in that he is ever attentive to his own
standing among the idle-rich. Van Bibber’s
extraordinary concern for ettiquette and m
often comic preoccupation with social ob

¥
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of the Van Bibber stories, most noticeably "Van
Bibber’'s Man Servant,” "Van Bibber and the Swan
Boats," and "The Cynical Miss Catherwaight®
Drawing from these and others, Norris exaggerates
Van Bibber’s need to maintain grace and decorum
while under stress. But here the satirical emphasis is
centered not only upon the Van Bibber character, but
upon Davis himself and his own extravagant reputation
as the gentleman adventurer. o
Norris pulls Davis into his own fictional lant

himself in a typical Van Bibber predicame
discovers to his upper-class chagrin that he
wears his serving man’s : able
Worse, Charding-Davis wears these tro
dinner party at the home of the "Girl
faux-pas establishes the basic comedic
piece, for of course Charding-Davis

discovered... : ELAE
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sarcasm at his hero, at 2 man whose actions, many
belicved, were only eclipsed by his remarkable ego.
did have his critics, and Norris draws upon these
dissenting opinions. Davis’s detractors usually referred
1o him as an over-opinionated war correspondent and
2 journalist who often made more news than he

reported. In 2 direct reference to this reputation, -

Charding-Davis admits to having instigated "the late
Greek War in order to make news for the New York
pzpers” and "organizing an insurrection in South
America for the benefit of a bankrupt rifle
manufacturer who wants to dispose of some arms.”
But even this superman can be undone, or so it
scems. Late in the narrative Van Bubbles enters the
story for the first time. Having listened to
Charding-Davis’s self-serving reminiscences, and de-
termined to deflate this monstrous ego, Van Bubbles
begins with 2 brief story of his own. He remarks that
carlier that day he happened upon a former valet,
currently working for "one of New York’s back-parlor
heroes,” who was in a bit of trouble. This valet revealed
to him that both his and his master’s clothing had been
somehow exchanged and that currently this "hero” was
wearing the valet’s own trousers. Van Bubbles, knowing
from the trousers the identity of the "hero," has brought
them to the dinner-party, and at this point places them

mmubk,wﬁngﬂm&ardmgnammm

ugh widely accepted as the voice of his era, Davis

3
back of a ten thousand dollar check” s fom “he
Editor of the Greatest Paper in the World begping
him to awcp__ﬁ:ewm:mcdﬁemd

Khooinooristan in the capacity of Specal
Correspondent.” Omeamw

triumphant.

Charding-Davis” smw
as they are, serve s&emm"ﬁ

vcrymuchmccommmml# 7 2
was also this fantastic ﬁgm: d’len&
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established in his own style that he was comfortable
about composing this transparent parody of a Bierce
story that spoofed a writer who had very likely
influenced him. If one looks at Norris’s mature stories,
it is difficult to see any connection at all between them
and Ambrose Bierce’s, and were it not for the parody
there might not be any clue to suggest a connection.’
But the fact that Norris selected Bierce to parody
encourages us to look and consider, and when we do
what we find are reasons to suspect that Norris possibly
imitated Bierce in at least one of his early stories but
that the more lasting and significant effect of contact
with Bierce’s stories might have been manifested in the
development of Norris’s theory of literature.

"Ambrosia Beer" follows Bierce’s story, "One of the -

Missing,” so closely that there can be no doubt of the
target of the parody. The most obvious similarity is that
of plot.
. Searing, a Union sniper who is trapped, during a
shelling, in the ruins of a building in enemy country in
such a way that only his right arm is free to move.
When he regains consciousness, he notices a ring of
bright metal right above him. He soon identifies the
ring as the muzzle of his rifle pointed directly at his
forehead. At first he is fearful that any move he makes
may discharge his piece, but after suffering the anxiety
of imminent death for what seems to him an
interminable time, he succumbs to terror. Failing to
manipulate a board to push aside the rifle barrel, he at
last regains some composure and decides to bring on

the inevitable. He manages to thrust the board a@inst‘ :

the trigger and release it. He dies, notof a b
the rifle had discharged earlier—but Of» :
'I"wenty»m minum latera U

“down Hallmark. It is full of dust and rusty nailhead

"One of the Missing" deals with Jerome

e
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aimed directly at his lips. Only his right arm is free
and he finds that he is able to clasp the spigot. A
horrible thirst then tortures him to the point that he
can no longer resist the strain. Driven by desperation
he turns on the spigot. A rescue crew releases him an
hour later, roaring drunk, and sends him to City Hall
in a patrol wagon. He sobcrsupewmﬂw
ride to realize "that he could not stand the disgrace,”
draws a pistol, and fires a2 shot into “his brain.
Meanwhile, back at the saloon, one of the rescuers
smashes in the keg of Ambrosia Beer that MW

“Empty for over a year,” he exclaimed in tones ©
bitter disappointment.” :
In addition to plot similarities and the uses ¢
imaginary time and danger, there are several m
subtle touches. Both stories, for example, have
endings. Also, where Bierce’s story exp
that the string of events which lead up 10 |
entrapment is predestined, "decreed
beginning of time,” "Ambrosia Beer” jo
that the saloon building "collapsed
necessary it should do so at that |
purposes of this taie.‘ : r
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Its publication date preceded by several weeks the
commercial distribution of Bierce’s Tales of Soldiers and
Civilians in January of 1892, so whatever familiarity
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violent death, in its use of destiny, in its grim moral,
and in its concluding scene where Amelot, though
half-conscious, is aware of everything that is happening |

Norris -had of Bierce’s stories when hie wrote "1he
Jongleur” had to have come from his reading of them
when they first appeared over a period of several years
in the San Francisco Examiner. "One of the Missing"
was first published therein in March 1888. If we are
correct in seeing some resemblance to it, as well to
other Bierce stories, in "The Jongleur of Taillebois,”
then Norris must be credited with being one of the first
contemporary authors to read Bierce closely, study his
style, and imitate his techniques. Let us look, then, at
"The Jongleur.”

It appears to be a romantic tale, set in twclfth—century
England and France. It opens with an extended and
graphic account of the murder of one Yéres by the
young man, Amelot. Amelot was 2 knight to whom
"war was a trade. . . . He lived by his lance, he took life
that he might live” (11). His slaying of Yéres, however,
was gratuitous and heartless. Terrified and guilt-
stricken by what he had done, Amelot dragged the body
of Yéres to a circular pit which had already been dug by
serfs to transplant a large black pine, and he buried the
corpse in it. The next day the serfs set the pine in the
hole. The rest of the story romantically and
supernaturally develops the idea that murder will out.
Fifteen years later, while Amelot is travelling in the
same forest, a sudden storm breaks a tree which topples
on Amelot and permanently cripples him. It is the
same black pine. The tree is later sawed up and lumber

from it is sent all over Europe. One piece finds its way
to Cremona, where it is made into a viol; two others go

wPaﬂs,whereoncbmmymafa porteul!

to him as he is prepared for hanging. The Bierce
stories one is reminded of are "One of the Missing,"
which he recalled to parody in "Ambrosia Beer," and
"An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge." The influence
of Bierce would have been practically inescapable for
Norris, and even without "Ambrosia Beer" it would
have been extremely unlikely that a talented young
California writer like Norris would not have paid close
attention to Bierce’s daring and impressive
achievements in the realm of the short story.

Bierce was the best known and respected author of
California. His stories and opinions appeared weekly
in the San Francisco Examiner, the most prominent
newspaper of the West Coast, where they received
wide circulation. He also published several of his
stories in The Wave, in which Norris also published.
The editors liked Bierce and very probably would have
called Norris’s attention to his work. But any m iy
of literary style aware of Bierce, and e
aspiring neophyte author like Norris, would have
impressed by the effects Bierce achieved throug
pioneering use of shocking "realism
Hence it is not in the least
would have imitated some
first in seriousness and
rmembiances jnst _
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allowing the writer’s thought to range "at will over the
entire region of the imagination—free, lawless, immune
to bit and rein” (Devil’s Dictionary). While it might be
conceded that however much he looked down’ upon
realism his writing nevertheless closely resembles it,
simple prudence should lead us to question whether or
not we might have missed something "non-realistic” in
Bierce’s fiction, and to perhaps doubt the accuracy of
our tendency to pigeonhole it and so much other late
nineteenth-century fiction as realism.

Both "realism” and romanticism are sufficiently vague
and relativistic terms impossible to restrict absolutely to
particular literary periods and to deny to all others.
Students of literature know that "realism"—that is, an
"objectively” accurate and often disillusioning depiction
of life—occurs frequently in works of the early
nineteenth century, that romantic fiction continued to,
thrive in the late part of the century, and that their
respective colorations and values have shifted over time.
If Norris read Bierce’s stories as they came out in the
Examiner in the place of "Prattle,” Bierce’s popular
weekly column of opinion—literary as well as
philosophical and political—he almost certainly also

read "Prattle” in the intervening weeks. In "Prattle,”

Bierce repeatedly expressed literary opinions like the
following, originally published on May 22, 1892:

Fiction has nothing to say to probability; the capable
writer gives it not a moment’s attention, except to

'mmammpmwxem

‘sufficient to note that Norris is in

" language, and supernatural coinci

"’
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indebted to Bierce. In Norris’s famous 1901 essay, "A
Plea for Romantic Fiction,” he makes a valuable
distinction of romance from realism. Romance he
defines as "the kind of fiction that takes cognizance of
variations from the type of normal life"; realism as "the
kind of fiction that confines itself to the type of

normal life." Realism, he says, is a "harsh, M
colorless, blunt tool.™ It is not necessary here to
argue the enduring validity of his definitions; it is

agreement with Bierce, and that the two constitute
very small and perhaps unique minority. Who else
among their contemporaries shared their op:
to realism and their favorable opinions of
Norris qmckly progressed from the ©
external trappings of romance—the use of
setting, exotic and learned allusion,

setting and conventional diction. But
was a notion of literature that
variations from the type of nor
could be done and showed him |
Henceforth, Norris as well
with realism and

literature demm ed not
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Notes

'] am unaware of any mention of Norris in Bierce’s
writings, and Professor M.E. Grenander, in a 13 May 1992
Jetter to me, finds no reference to Norris in any item of her
large collection of Bierce's correspondence.

*The name "Sterling Hallmark" might be a mischievous
allusion to George Sterling, a minor poet much under the
influence of Bierce, and also fond of liquor.

*The Collected Writings of Ambrose Bierce, ed. Clifton
Fadiman (N.Y.: Citadel, 1946), pp. 30-40. The pagination of
subsequent quotations from this edition is cited in
parentheses.

“The earliest newspaper version of "One of the Missing"
and the version in Tales of Soldiers and Civilians (1892) read
"it is the business of a soldier to kill. It is also his pleasure
if he is a good soldier" (32). The standard Collected Works
version replaces "pleasure” with "habit."

*The Wave, 7, Christmas issue [19 December 1891}, 6-9;
erroneously dated 16 July 1892 in volume 10 of The Complete
Edition of Frank Nors (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
Doran, 1928), 3-20. Quotations below are from The Complete
Edition, with the pagination cited in parentheses.

®Taillebois” means "cut wood" and is therefore very
appropriate to the destined means by which Amelot is

f} brought to judgment.

7 "The unreliable narrator of "The Imp of the Perverse”
mistakenly labels as perverse a human impulse to want justice
to be done that is so deep in the psyche that it can cause a
criminal to confess his crime. "The Black Cat" depicts a
situation in which this impulse is projected by a murderer on
acat

$The Literary Criticism of Frank Norris, ed. Donald Pizer
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1964), p. 76.

See "Salt and Sincerity," Literary Criticism, p. 202.

min F. Fisher
M

is Parodies Anthony Hop

F

appeared in the Christmas number of The Wave, 18
December 1897, much had occurred in the way of a
revival of the dialogue as a literary form during the _

nineties in general, and, in particular, in the bracketing
of Anthony Hope with that form—of which more will
follow. Of Norris’s six "Perverted Tales,” just two
treated British authors, Kipling and Hope. Their
names, however, had become household words among
the literate of the English-speaking world some years
previous to the appearance of Norris’s parodies.
Moreover, the works of these two had been especially
influential upon Norris in his apprenticeship as a
fiction writer, and so it was but natural that he should,
after the manner of many other American writers,
parody those whose writings had inspired his o
productions. By this point in his career, Norris.
been avidly experimenting with the short-story
he had familiarized himself with the works of
well-known short-fiction writers of the day, 2
therefore it is no wonder that the "Perverted Tales
take humorous aim at writérs whose success
field were widely recognized.!
In my estimation, the dialogue as an
literary expression derives
fiction of George Meredith, 2
elder-statesman author during
the plays of Oscar
background of classical
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"Modern Melodrama” was a tale that appeared in no
less a publication than the first volume of The Yellow
Book, where it assisted in ecarning that quarterly
notoriety as the oriflamme of decadence. The same
volume included another dialogue story by a contributor
whose name quickly came to be associated with the
new, the "modern,” and the daring in literature, Elia
D’Arcy, quondam sub-editor for the periodical. Her
story, "Irremediable," has been remembered as one of
the outstanding pieces of short fiction from the decade.
Like Crackenthorpe, she quickly gained reputation for
stories of bleak realism, although several years
previously, writing as "Gilbert H. Page," she published
comic dialogue stories in the popular London Argosy.*
Dialogues, indeed, came to pepper the pages of
newspapers and literary magazines, along with many
remarks, pro and con, as to their worth in literary
culture. They quickly migrated across the Atlantic,
providing standard features in American periodicals of
the 1890s.

Elsewhere we may run onto interesting commentary
that addresses dialogues as customary fare of the
period. In the Jlustrated London News of 16 November
1895 (p. 614), for example, appears a review of
Dialogues of the Day, ed. Oswald Crawfurd. Anthony
Hope's contributions to that volume are designated
“little plays," and their "dramatic" elements are

highlighted. The commentator adds that the dialogue -

is indeed an important literary form, one to be carefully
cultivated, an opinion that echoed Crawfurd’s editorial

pronouncements in Chapman’s Mmc '

"T
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humorousness, which nonetheless presented a kind of . t
serious commentary on social situations. Hope was
repeatedly touted as the author of this book and of
The Prisoner of Zenda, and his work, along with that of
Kipling and Richard Harding Davis, among others,
was intensely admired by young Frank Norris. Thus as
no mean part that "impressive body of apprentice
work" produced during Norris’s stint on the Wave staff,
it was but natural that the budding author should turn
out dialogues, mostly comic, and that he would follow
in the footsteps of many another contemporary |
in shifting quickly to a parodic stance in re
some of his own literary idols.” Furthermore, N
acquaintance with such shock-the-bourg
as the Chap-Book and The Lark,
Burgess, Porter Garnett, and other lik :
and artists acted as a catalyst for his at
breaking with stultifying traditions. Sow
Walker in his biography (pp. 134 ff
d’esprit on Norris’s part led to
"Perverted Tales." ‘
The Dolly Dialogues revol

young, wealthy, and idle Mf Ca
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consummate their affair, but, in the true surprise
conclusion of typical dialogue progression, he awakens

at last from what proves to have been a pleasant-dream.——sexual than Hope’s protagonist-narrator was; what the -

Norris’'s "I Call on Lady Dotty: From the Polly
Parables,” is far more brief than Hope’s sketches. The
hero, Mr. Carterer, presses his unmistakable attentions
upon Lady Dotty. She loves him "a little" and he loves
her "a great deal,” as he tells us. Calling upon her when
she is supposedly "not at home" to visitors and her
husband is at his club, he engages her in chat heavy
with sexual innuendo and about the dissatisfactions in
marriage, particularly as they bring about loneliness for
the wives. The physical side of sexuality is more
emphatic in Norris’s sketch than it had been in Hope's.

Norris takes potshots at Hope’s kinds of situations,
stylistic mannerisms, and transparent naming. Hope’s
Dolly Dialogues had lampooned Victorian extravagances
in customs prevalent in upper-class social life, a kind of
distillation into more intensely comic delineations of the
subject-matter treated at greater length decades earlier

by Thomas Carlyle and by Matthew Arnold, most

notably in the latter’s Culture and Anarchy (1867), first
published serially in the Comhill Magazine.
Interestingly, Arnold’s critique of the English social and
intellectual system was quickly satirized in Frederic
Harrison’s significantly entitled essay, "Culture: A
Dialogue,” which appeared in the Fortnightly Review
(November 1867), and in which we encounter a
technique adumbrating the dialogues at the end of the

has stolen his scarfpin and watch. The

. familiar usage of a
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"Dorothea,” just as "Dolly” may be—and was in Hope's
dialogues. Norris’s Carterer is clearly more hotly

British author only suggested in the way of the
physical, Norris turns into actual bodily contact. Afier
some suggestion that his absence from this beloved |
lady’s presence was occasioned by dalliance with his
laundress—a hit at the crossing of class lines and the
promiscuity of servants, which proves ultimately to
have been the girl’s tardiness in ming suitabie
garments for the gentleman to wear %
public—Carterer sits down to tea, Lady Dotty ¢
nestles in his lap, but they are almost imme
disturbed by the entrance the lady’s
appropriately named "Negligee.” The girl
leads him down the back stairs as Lady
husband unexpectedly returns to i g

In the darkness Carterer flirts ¢
Negligee, kisses her ardently, and later

"delicious young creature,” as Car
is fraught with subtleties. ]
participle of the French
indifferent to," it comb

for intimate wear.

(C
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aspect of her nature (gratifying animal sensuality),
heedless that she ‘may have equally predatory-
commercial designs upon him. We might well wonder
if Norris had read the "Library Notes" in volume 13 of
The Wave for 29 December 1894, where a commentator
remarks that Hope’s Dolly is "delicious” but "no saint"
(18). All in all, "I Call on Lady Dotty" is not simply
one more of those "reflected" Dolly Dialogues, as JW.T.,
another critic in The Wave,’ termed the many imitations
of Hope’s book, but a finely wrought bit of comic art in
its own right.

Such ambivalences as this segment of Norris’s
"Perverted Tales," with all of their Christmas-story
latitude in intention and response, are found as well in
more serious contexts in his longer fiction, and there,
often they have none of the rollicking comedy that we
discover in these early parodies. Like many another
American author, Frank Norris incorporated into the
burlesquing of his literary heroes a modicum of sobriety
that would resurface as a far more impinging substance

in his novels after he had "left off larking in the

decadent manner," to quote Joseph R. McElrath, Jr.,
and Gwendolyn Jones.® To cite just two examples from
Blix, a work possibly in process during the same time as
the composition of the "Perverted Tales,” we might note
that in chapter 2 Condy wonders about Travis and
himself: "Had they played out the play, had they come
to the end of each other’s resources?" He continues to
think about her physical attractiveness—just as Carterer
had thought about Negligee, although from a rather
different perspective.
drama and fiction had not departed from Norris’s
imagination. Perhaps there are affinities, too,
the Carterer of Norris’s comic sketch and the ¢
Jack Carter in Blix, who is mentio

Evidently the links between

between

T
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Henry Holt, 1894). Norris's experimentingin diverse forms
during his stint with The Wave is demonstrated in Oscar
Lewis’s "Introduction” to Frank Norris of "The Wave" (San
Francisco: The Westgate Press, 1931; rpt. Folcroft, Pa.,
Folcroft Press, 1979), pp. 10-11; Franklin Walker, Frank

Norris: A Biography (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran,
1932; rpt. New York: Russell & Russell, 1963), pp. 155-157;

Joseph R. McElrath, Frank Norris Revisited (N.Y.: Twayne
Publishers, 1992), pp. 12-20; and McElrath and Gwendolyn

Jones, "Frank Norris, Decadent Humorist: The 1897 |
Version of ‘The Joyous Miracle’," Documentary Editing, 14 |
(March 1992), 11-14. Norris’s earlier experimenting in |

dramatic and comic writing is outlined in Jesse S. Crisler, |
"Norris and the Blue and Gold: The Novelist as College |
Man," Analytical & Enumerative Bibliography, N.S.4,Nos.2 |
& 3 (1990), 110-128. 2 Gy
2Orel, Victorian Short Stories (London: J.M. Dent, 1987),
p. xiii; The Criic (New York), 15 June 1895, pp. 432-433.
See also my "Ella D'Arcy: A Commentary with a Prims
and Annotated Secondary Bibliography," English | re
in Transition, 35, No. 2 (1992), 179-211; and "Ella D’Arcy,
First Lady of the Decadents,” The University of M 28
Studies in English, N.S. 10 (1992), 238-249.
*William B. Dillingham, Frank Norris: Instinct
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1
Relevant comment on the readiness fo
period may be found in "Books of
Tribune, 1 February 1896, p. 13;
Buffalo Commercial, 10 June 1897.
Nook," Buffalo Commercial, 21 ¥
“Margaret A. Rose, Pa
Helm, 1979), pp. 17-26




