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Frank Norm s "Dedication” in The Pit

Bruce Nicholson
University of California, Riverside

The ghost of Frank Norris has been unsettled for near-
ly a century. Not only did he—by modern medical stan-
dards—die unnecessarily; but, for almost one hundred
years, publishers have been unwittingly transgressing his
recorded intention as to how one important particular of
his last-written novel was to appear in print. Since early
190 ‘hen 77)9 Pit: A Story of Chicago first went on sale,
‘ - pages have included a dedication penned
' ox‘rubutbyhunot-so—talmted and some-
ounget brother, Charles G. Norris.
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nothing new, I requested photocopies of the manuscript
pages, which I added to my ever-increasing pile of pho-
tocopies of Norris’s letters, notes, and manuscripts.

It wasn’t until I was much later flipping through the
front of my 1903 edition of The Pit that I first registered
the peculiarity of the first edition’s dedication to
Charles Gilman (rather than "Tilman") Norris. It reads:

DEDICATED TO mf BROTHER
CHARLES TILMAN NORRIS

IN MEMORY OF CERTAIN LAMENTABLE TALES OF THE
ROUND (DINING-ROOM) TABLE HEROES, OF THE EPIC OF
mmmmroom,mmnmmmaw
"GASTON LE FOX," WHICH WE INVENTED, )
msoummvmusu.ummm
BOYS.
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It was with this anomalous development in mind that
I again looked at my photocopies of the holograph leaves
in the Bancroft copy of The Pit. On page "V" I found
something at least as dramatic as new information on The
Wolf. Norris had not in fact dedicated his new novel to
Charles but to his infant daughter, Jeannette Williamson
Norris. Further, In keeping with the terse dedications of
his previous novels, he had simply written:

Dedicated
to
My Daughter
Jeannette Williamson Norris.

When or how Charles intervened to replace the dedica-
tion with one to himself is a question now as unanswer-
able as that of what happened to Frank Norris’s prelimi-
nary notes, outline, and sketches for 7he Wolf, which
were reportedly found amongst his papers at the time of
his death.

One might almost forgive Charles for exploiting the
death of his brother on grounds of sibling envy, for
Charles spent most of his adult life emulating his older
brother, in a sick sort of shadow show in which he neith-
er equalled Frank’s achievement nor earned the respect
Frank had commanded during his brief life. What is un-
forgivable, though, is Charles’s corruption, the mean-
spirited act of denying the daughter whom Frank adored
the recognition he intended to give her and thus the iden-
 tity in our cultural history that a dedication would have

bestowed upon her. :
~ One need not believe in the restlessness of unsatisfied

souls to conclude that it is appropriate to pay respect to B |
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1891 was inferred in "Frank Norris as an Aspiring Writ-
er," FNS, No. 23 (Spring 1997): 7-8. We need no longer
surmise that such was the case, however. Fortwo o:hu
communications from that firm, also in the co!lecuon
of Houghton, Mifflin papers at Harvard University’s
Houghton Library, confirm what was suggested by the
letter to Norris dated 15 November 1890. qum did
thereafter forward the manuscript for evaluation, to-
gether with one dollar in the event that return postage
would be required. Before the end of the year he was
informed that he would have to search elsewhere for
publisher.

30 Dec [1890]
B.F. Norris Esq.
1822 Sacramento St.
San Francisco, Cal.

Dear Sir:
We have carefully considered the MS. of "Yvernelle:

A Legend of Feudal France," by Frank Norris, but re-

gret that we do not find it expedient to to make you

any offer for its publication. We therefore return the

MS. at once by registered ma.ﬂfo the : :

remaln . L
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"One Note of Color": The Apprenticeship
Writings of Frank Norris
Donna Campbell

Gonzaga University

In "His Sister," an ironic parable of authorship that ap-
peared in The Wave on 28 November 1896, aspiring writ-
er Conrad Strelitz reluctantly scours the streets of New
York for a story, seeing only "hackneyed over-worked
types . . . the dude, the chippy, the bicycle girl" and oth-
ers who fail to stir his exhausted imagination. Admon-
ished by his mother to "“Think how close one may come
to an interesting story and never know it’" and to "‘find

.. a local color that you can observe much better than
you can imagine,”" Strelitz ignores the advice and ironi-
cally misses a great piece of human drama—a reunion
with his lost and "fallen" sister.! Unlike his reluctant
author-figure Strelitz, the Frank Norris revealed in The
Apprenticeship Writings of Frank Norris is a young writer
who refuses to abandon the observation of "local color”
for the solipsistic delights of pure imagination. The
Wave local color pieces of 1896-1898, which range from
simple reporting to "impressions" to stories, show a pro-
gression in Norris’s work from adherence to the "topoi
of travel writing" that Richard Brodhead describes in Cul-
tures of Letters toward a transcendence of this genre.
These pieces range in tone from celebratory to sinister as
some among them suggest their true subject: their au-
thor’s eagerness to move from "apprenticeship" to being
one of the "arrived."
The celebratory sketches echo "An Opening for Novel-
ists" in announcing San Francisco’s uniqueness of place
and people. San Francisco is, Norris insists, "not a city
... [but] several cities," just as "we are peoples—agglom-
erate rather than conglomerate" (2:210). Accordingly,
like other local colorists, Norris celebrates eccentric char-
acters; as other local colorists described for their readers
an unfamiliar rural past, Norris sets out to defamiliarize
and interpret the urban present. In addition to descrip-
tive travel sketches such as "Ttaly in California: The Vine-
yards of the Italian Swiss Colony at Asti," Norris experi-
ments with a sociological approach in articles like "A Lat-
in Quarter Christmas." He at first appears to follow a
well-established formula in writing an ostensibly objective
but somewhat condescending description of a "curious
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custom." Instead, Norris pierces his readers’ sense of
superiority to the "cheap toys [and] manikins of statu-
ette vendors" that pass for religion among the Italians
there by drawing parallels with his audience’s enjoy-
ment of the Twelfth Mass on the "great organ of St. Ig-
natius." He asks pointedly, "And after all, is there so
much difference between you?" (2:218). This atmo-
sphere of tolerance often yields, however, to a more tra-
ditional classification scheme based on race and ethnici-
ty. Like the local colorists’ interest in "old stock® gen-
tility, Norris’s approach to race, derived from mne-
teenth-century standards, causes him to fill these sketch-
es with a cast of ethnic hundreds—Italians, Irish, Mexi-
cans, Chinese, and Japanese—who often remain undif-
ferentiated except by nationality, as in "The Remarkable
Confusion of Races in the City’s ‘Quarter’" or “Among
Cliff Dwellers." They become types en masse as the
"Types of Western Men" become types as individuals.
The “sinister sketches" depict the same city and the
same colorful mixing of races toward quite a different
end. While in their drawing room dialogues Justin Stur-
gis and Leander debate endlessly about what constitutes
a "good girl," a "fast girl," and a "California girl," their
banter masks a residual anxiety over the dangers of lost
or fallen women, or, more specifically, what happens to
women when the blending of cultures moves beyond
the colorfully picturesque to the frighteningly exotic.
For example, in "Passing of Little Pete" of 30 January
1897, Norris describes a solemn, orderly Chinese funeral
disrupted by "a shameless mob" of "red-faced, pushing
[white] women" whom he describes ironically as "civi-
lized" (1:242). Similarly, stories of "lost women" such
as "His Sister" and "His Dead Mother’s Portrait” dem-
onstrate Norris’s ability to portray the dark reality of
women’s lives underlying the Leander-Sturgis dialogues.
In "The Third Circle," one of his most overtly literary
treatments of this theme, Norris creates the Chinese tea-
house setting (complete with marble-and-ebony stools,
lacquered. screens, and pickled watermelon rinds) that he
lat.er replicates in Blix. The exotic setting that brings
B_h’x and Condy together, however, becomes for Nor-
ris’s othc?r young coupl_e assite of horror as Hillegas's fi-
ancée Miss Ten Eyck is abducted into a life of sexual
slavery as Sadie, an opium-addicted prostitute.
Mo§t overtly, local color’s creation of a sympathetic
narrative persona through which to mediate




4

relationship between subject and audience becomes for
1Norris a means to explore the beginnings of his own
pro-fession of authorship. In their introduction to
Volume 1, Joseph R. McElrath, Jr., and Douglas K.
Burgess identi-fy two such personz, the "approachable
innocent" of the interviews and the "critical thinker and
arbiter of taste” who reviews books and plays (1:xxxv).
To these may be added the sage interlocutor and keeper
of San Francisco’s secrets who knows more than he tells,
a variation on lo-cal color’s traditional teller of the frame
tale. It is this persona who narrates the mystery of "The
House with the Blinds," the white-slave narrative "The
Third Circle," and one of the collection’s most self-
consciously literary stories, "The Drowned Who Do Not
Die." In its basic outlines, this story tells of an elderly
seaman named Mc-Burney and his love for a drowned girl
whom he saw once while diving to recover her body
from a shipwreck. As he opens the door to her
stateroom, her body in its "little smart chip hat" and
"white muslin dress" moves to-ward him as she holds out
her arms as if she were alive, suggesting to his mind "the
old divers’ superstitions about folk never really dying till
they came up to the surface” (2:253). Faithful to her
image, he never marries and lives out his life as a
bachelor before joining her during his fi-nal dive.

Norris’s story features a writer who draws out a taci-
turn old sailor, after which the sailor opens up and tells
the story of his lost love, a love whose memory he care-
fully enshrines through domestic rituals such as tending
flowers. The details are characteristically excessive in
that the situation of the drowned girl strains credulity,
yet the characters and situation resonate strongly in the
tradition of local color fiction. As the introduction to
Volume 2 suggests, McBurney "will stand favorable com-
parison with Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s superannuated
bachelors and widowers" (2:xxiv); more specifically, for
readers of New England local color fiction, the character
also evokes the elderly seamen Captain Littlepage and Eli-
jah Tilley of Sarah Orne Jewett’s Country of the Pointed
Firs. Like McBurney, Captain Littlepage tells of a land
where "there was neither living nor dead,” a land of fog-
gy shapes and a supernatural half-world that resembles
McBurney’s belief in a similar world under the all-pre-
serving ocean.’ Norris’s story also parallels "Along
Shore," chapter 20 of Jewett’s work, as the narrator waits

to speak with Elijah Tilley, an "elderly, gaunt-shaped
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great fisherman,” and silently walks beside him until, by
a subtle shifting of a fishing basket, she undergcands th‘at
her "company was accepted” (114, 118). During her vis-
it, she sympathizes with his bereavement as he tells thg
tale of "poor dear," his wife who died exght years previ-
ously. After she has silently "read the h.xstory of Mrs.
Tilley’s best room from its very beginning" (124) and
thereby come to understand its owner, the narrator an?
Elijah Tilley laugh together "like the best of friends
(127). Sympathy based on companionship becomes for
Norris’s narrator, as for Jewett’s, both the subject mat-
ter of the tale and the impetus for its telling.
Additional parallels exist between Jewett’s work and
Norris’s. Like Jewett’s Elijah Tilley and the Milton afi-
cionado Captain Littlepage, Norris’s aged character, Mc-
Burney, the captain of a life-boat station, has "some-

_thing Homeric" about him (2:251). He shares with Mc-

Teague and Vandover the trait of playing a few monot-
onous airs on a musical instrument, but unlike them, he
is sensitive as well. McBurney tends a large geranium
whose blossoms no one but he has ever seen, and Nor-
ris establishes early that the plant represents the ro-
mance of McBurney’s life. Thus when the narrator ad-
vises McBurney to "get a new plant (2:252), his callous-
ness leads to a momentary estrangement followed by a
local color-style reconciliation. Invited for a walk along
the sea "to a point where the land shrugged a bony
shoulder out of the surf and shut out the wind," the
narrator climbs with McBurney to a "certain level spot
where . . . sometimes we found blackberries and blue i-
ris" (2:252), much as the narrator of The Country of the
Pointed Firs walks silently alongside Elijah Tilley and
journeys with Mrs. Todd to another level spot "where
pennyroyal grew" (46). After this peaceful interlude,
McBurney, like Mrs. Todd and later Elijah Tilley, tells
the narrator a story of lost romance that satisfies the
narrator’s curiosity about the "clue chapter," the "one
note of color" that "bring[s] the whole scheme into har-
mony" (2:251). Like Jewett’s Mrs. Todd, who entrusts
her boarder with selling herbal remedies, McBurney
makes the narrator an accomplice as well as a confidant:
he asks the narrator to run the air pump during what
proves to be the old diver’s last descent into the wreck.
McBurney’s final trip to the wreck of the Allouette ends
when the narrator pulls up the slack airline and realizes
that McBurney has joined his drowned love at last. In
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a supernatural touch that looks ahead to the story of An-
géle and Vanamee in The Octopus, the once-bloomless ger-
anium breaks into blossom, signifying the fruition of a
union fulfilled only through McBurney’s death.

By cutting this original by more than half for the third
chapter of Blix, Norris transforms the tale’s themes and
significance. Gone is the deepening Jewett-like sympathy
and building of relationships over time between narrator
and subject as Blix and Condy Rivers casually visit the
waterfront one day in search of a story. As a catalyst for
storytelling, the natural symbol of the geranium gives
way to a bit of realism, a photograph of the drowned girl
whose resemblance to Blix inspires the telling of McPher-
son’s story. Gone too is the romantic tale of the old di-
ver’s probable suicide and the narrator’s unwitting com-
plicity in it. Blix and Condy do not participate in Mec-
Pherson’s story, although they manage an adroit piece of
matchmaking later in the book for another seagoing man,
Captain Jack, and his encyclopedia-quoting wife. Finally,
the romantic tale that McBurney told to no one except
the narrator becomes McPherson’s often-retold and e-
qually often discounted "yarn about the girl who was
drowned,"* a cause for derision, not wonder, for others
on the waterfront.

In Blix, Norris subtly shifts the emphasis from the lo-
cal color tale to the writer’s frame story because the sub-
ject of the book is, after all, Condy’s apprenticeship as an
author. Condy writes McPherson’s story down directly
as a piece of life, rather than inventing forced variations
on real events, as he does when he transforms Captain

Jack’s stories into the elaborately plotted adventure novel
In Defiance of Authority. Significantly, upon hearing Mc-
Pherson’s tale, Condy mutters, "Fine, fine; oh, fine as
gold," a comment both on the tale’s quality and on the
financial gain he hopes to realize from it. On another lev-
el, Condy, like Norris, rescues the story from a place
where it is not valued and, through his imaginative trans-
formation of the tale, allows it to circulate in a market-
place where it becomes literally "gold" for him. True to
its purpose, the tale provides Condy Rivers with an en-
trée into the world of New York publishing and ensures
his future. Having learned to use local color for his own
ends, Condy of The Times, like Norris of The Wawve, left
the ranks of apprenticeship and joined the ranks of the

"arrived."

Notes

during a session devoted to

A version of this essay was read
Norris’s apprenticeship period writings at the 1997 American
Literature Association Annual Conference.

1The Apprenticeship Writings of Frank Norris, 1896-1898, 2
vols. in one, ed. Joseph R. McElrath, Jr., and Douglas K. Bur-
gess (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1996), vol.
1, 185. Volume and page references are hereafter cited within

parentheses in the text.
2Cultures of Letters: Scenes of Reading and Writing in Nine-

teenth-Century America (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1993). :
3The Country of the Pointed Firs and Other Stories, ed. Mary

Ellen Chase (New York: Norton, 1981), 25. Page references
are hereafter cited within parentheses in the text.

“Blix (1899); rptd. in A Novelist in the Making: A Collection
of Student Themes and the Novels Blix and Vandover and the
Brute, ed. James D. Hart (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 1970), 135.

sBlix, 134.

Frank Norris’s Apprenticeship Writings
and the Theatre

Richard Allan Davison
University of Delaware

Frank Norris’s fascination with the theatre might
well have begun in utero with the sounds and vibrations
from mother Gertrude Doggett Norris’s dramatic read-
ings of Browning, Dickens and Shakespeare to his fa-
ther. Gertrude continued to read to her sons from their
childhood to well into their adult years; she even read
to Charles and Kathleen every night of their two-week
honeymoon. One can also imagine Gertrude regaling
Frank and Charles with stories of her own premarital
professional stage career at the McVickers Theatre in
Chicago, where to great acclaim she had appeared in fea-
tured roles in such plays as Faint Heart Never Won Fair
Lady, Pizarro, or the Death of Rollo, and as Emilia in
Shakespeare’s Othello. Both Frank’s and Charles’s early
exposure to all aspects of theatre profoundly affected
both their apprenticeship writings and their more ma-
ture fiction.

Reports of Gertrude’s dramatic reading ability make
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clear that her sons were trained by an expert in both the
interpretation and rendition of all forms of literature. A
fellow Browning Society member responded to her textu-
al exegesis and dramatic rendering of poetry, fiction, and
drama by describing her "skillful-mannered approach, the
careful, the almost scientific dissection and the immediate
personal application of the work of a great teacher."
Son Charles recalled "her marvelous, modulated, trained
voice" and "[how] often with an inflection she would
point a poet’s thought and give a significance to his lines
that would frequently lead her listeners to believe she had
added some word of her own to clarify [Shakespeare’s]
meaning."’

She also had a flair for theatrically appropriate cos-
tumes. According to Allie Norris, the wife of Charles’s
son Frank, "She used to sweep down Van Ness Avenue
dressed in pantaloons, a cape and a large plumed hat on
her way to conduct Readings [from Shakespeare]." The
acting gene or love of theatre, not surprisingly, has re-
mained a constant in the Norris family through several
generations—carried from Gertrude to Frank and Charles
(who acted in many plays, some with his wife Kathleen),
to Frank’s daughter Billie who "wore her hair in a 20s
marcelled bob with a spit curl on her forehead [and with
a fixed] black court plaster ‘beauty spot’ high on one
cheek." She used to swim in the pool "with her head
and her pearls safely out of the water." Even Billie’s sui-
cide was dramatically orchestrated: after taking an over-
dose of sleeping pills one night she "lay herself down on
the pink, satin tufted bed and [left] a note on the black
lace dress hanging nearby as a designated shroud.” Nor
did the flair for acting escape Frank’s namesake, Dr.
Frank Noms, whose every blustery entrance into a room

N
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criticism and fiction. Some twenty-five pieces he wrote
for The Wave crackle with Norris's expert knowledge of
theatre. For The Wave Norris discussed or alluded to o-
ver forty theatrical figures, including Sarah Bernhard,
Elisa Félix Rachel, Henry Irving and Constant Coque-
lin. His actual interviews for 7he Wave included reac-
tions to and from actors and theatrical personages as di-
verse as Alcide Capitaine, Gladys Wallis, Blanche Bates,
Edith Crane, Elizabeth Irving, Wilton Lackaye and Da-
vid Belasco.’ '
During Frank Norris’s interview with producer, di-
rector, playwright Belasco, his subject "acted out each
part" of the fourth act of his play The Heart of Maryland
while he expounded theories of craftsmanship that
sound much like what Norris himself was soon to artic-
ulate in his critical essays and practice in his fiction.
Belasco talks of his painstaking preparation for a central
effect: "It is the careful preparation that makes all the
difference between melodrama and drama.” He urges a
"gradual, natural, leading up to [the effects], coaxing
your audience step by step till you have them just
where you want and then spring your effects and not
until then."® We remember Norris’s admonitions in
"The Mechanics of Fiction" that "all good novels" must
have "the pivotal event" as "the peg upon which the
fabric of the thing hangs" and that "the approach lead-
ing up to this pivotal event must be ;rg‘inmly siam
than the decline." Norris writes that "in a twinklin '
complication is solved," that "the pivotal gy%g ‘

leaps from the pages," leavmg ﬂw
breathless and overwhelmed v
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multitude of men.""® In "A Plea for Romantic Fiction"
Norris calls Romance "an instrument with which we may
go straight through the clothes and tissues and wrappings
of the flesh, down deep into the red, living heart of
things." For "to Romance belong . . . 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.""

Norris’s interview with Wilton Lackaye deals more di-
rectly with the performance aspects of theatre as Lackaye
reveals a blend of acting styles that first informed Nor-
ris’s own stage performances and then served as a coda
for Norris’s own creative process which in turn informed
his novels. The Lackaye interview is an ingenious blend
of detailed physical description of Lackaye in his dressing
room, transforming himself (before Norris’s and the read-
er’s eyes) into Dr. Belgraff (the title character in Charles
Klein’s 1897 Dr. Belgraff) with a running report of Lack-
aye’s explanation of his acting theory. Norris records
Lackaye’s disquisition when the famous actor applies his
makeup, false nose and costume as a show-and-tell illus-
tration of the theory he is expounding—a disquisition
that ends seconds before his cue to go on stage. Lackaye
discusses the diverse acting styles of the meticulously de-
tailed Constant Coquelin and the more melodramatic
Henry Irving. Norris records Lackaye’s argument for a
blend of what seems similar to the present-day method
and technique schools of acting:

" .. There are two theories of acting. . . . There

is the actor who says, ‘It will be all right on the '

night,” and one who relies upon the ‘hysteria™
note that Mr. Lackaye calls it hysteria—that’s a

curious word in such a connection—"the hysteria

oftheoccauontocarryhxmthrough They call

Mayba it’s msp;lratxbn I’Ve n@th&_ = 2
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The French actor Coquelin (whom Lackaye touts, 2
long with Irving, to the young Norris) wrote 2 manual
for acting in 1880 urging "the need for authenticity in
performance and stress[ing] that the actor must always
be in control of his means and leave nothing to chance.
For him the voice was fundamental."” He was close to
what we now call a technique actor (such as Lord Lau-
rence Olivier). The English actor Henry Irving, Coque-
lin’s contemporary, loved parts that "would startle audi-
ences" and was praised for his "angular eccentricity.™™
He seems to have been closer to what we now call 2
method actor (such as Dustin Hoffman). Norris’s de-
cision to record Lackaye’s anecdotal use of such diverse
acting styles may be as revealing of Norris’s own aes-
thetics as it is of Lackaye’s impetus for acting.

Reports of Frank Norris’s acting style speak to Lack-
aye’s argument for a blend of the best of Coquelin and
Irving, though some of the reviewers who praised Nor-
ris’s acting give little specific detail. For his Skull and
Bones performance in One Bat, the Wave reviewer
wrote on 20 May 1893: "Frank Norris acted the part of
the brainless English swell to perfection and )
applauded him to the echo. He said he was nervous,
but he didn’t show it at all and his mother was iifnﬁ'y
proud of him."® Recorded on 19 May 1894 m Tk
Wave i is the revxewer s cnthus:asm for the !

tumes with marvelous rsultsinlaéemd daz:
in embroidery. . . . Frank Norris [as a w
tremendous success and blushmg esponder
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his definition with praise for the author of La Débacle, it
is the Frank Norris of The Octopus, not Zola, who has
succeeded best in achieving the alchemistic blend of
accuracy and truth. Norris’s blend of accuracy and truth
in his novels is best realized in theatrical terms. As actor,
literary theorist and novelist Norris is all one.
Although Mac in his foray into the theatrical world
has trouble getting beyond the drama of the ticketbooth,
Norris builds each scene and the structure of McTeague
as a whole with the touch of a playwright. It is the pow-
erful dramatic world of the opera that for a time restores
Vandover’s desire to create art. Norris himself called The
Octopus a "big, Epic, dramatic thing" and announced that
he would even "insert a list of dramatis personae."” In
a key scene he gives us the specifics of the claustrophobic
environs of the leading actress’s faded, sachet-ridden dress-
ing room to reveal the heart of Magnus Derrick in the
heat of his humiliation. In The Pit he uses the theatre
and the theatrical both literally and figuratively to probe
the hearts of Laura Dearborn and Curtis Jadwin. Both
the specifics of her passionate dancing, dressed as Bizet’s
cigarette girl, and his bull-like charge onto the crowded
floor of the stock market arena resonate with the truths
of their respective beings. '
Frank Norris’s sophisticated knowledge of the theatre
first nurtured by his mother remained a creative influence
that he employed with increasing effectiveness until the
curtain fell on a career that was so cruelly and abruptly
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