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The Mesmeric Sources
of Frank Norris's The Pit
David A. Zimmerman
Umiversity of California, Berkeley

The few critics who have considered the relevance of
entrancement and psychic powers to Frank Norris’s works
have aimost always done so in an effort to explain Vana-
mee’s mysticism in The Octopus. The lack of critical at-
tention to abnormal psychology in The Pit is striking. The
book, as Larzer Ziff noted, examines "the psychic conse-
guences of the commercialization of American life,” but
critics. including Ziff, have ignored or hazarded only
vague interpretations of the phenomena of second selves,
multiple personality, hypnosis, hysteria, suggestibility,
automatism, and panic that describe the characters and the
market itself in the critical moments of the text.'

Particularly striking is the lack of attention to mesmer-
ism or hypnosis or more generally "magnetism” in The
Pit. for Corthell. with whom Jadwin is compared through-
out the book, is 2 mesmerist. Just as Jadwin puts his un-
canny magnetic powers to use in the marketplace and gains
occult influence over his peers, over the market, and
seemingly over nature itself, so Corthell succeeds in mes-
merizing Laura—a development curiously ignored by crit-
ics of the book. Like Jadwin, who at the height of his
powers controls the price dial of the Board of Trade with
his hand, Corthell controls his subject through his finger-
tips and hands.® “Invisible ether” flows from his finger-
tips.® Norris or a peer at The Wave had described this "in-
visible ether” in "What Mesmerism Is,” an account of a
hypnotist’s performance on a popular San Francisco stage;
and theories of etheric influence, although no longer scien-
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nouvelle. and his dissension that year from Bouguereau’s
Society of French Artists. ’Likc Corthell, Gafllé t;\llzm at
stained-glass artist and a passionate spokesman for the ar!
nouveau. Like Corthell, Gallé repudiated Bouguereau.

Like Corthell, who "kept himself far from the fighting

[of the Board of Trade], his hands unstained, his feet
unsullied,” who passed his life "in the calm, still at-
mosphere of art, in the cult of the bcautiffﬂ. unpenurbgd.
tranquil; painting, reading, or, piece by piece, devclopl'ng

his beautiful stained glass," Gallé describe@ the agphed

arts as providing "an atmosphere of tranquility,” a "sanc-
tuary,” an "amphitheater of refuge” from the "poisonous,
artificial atmosphere" of the modern "age of indus;xfia;x-
zation.” (It is on the basis of such views that most crit-

ics have contrasted Corthell and Jadwin, reading the nov-

el as an invidious comparison of the effeminate and aloof -
aesthete and the masculine business realist.) Corthell’s
exegesis of the somber painting hanging in Jadwin’s ro-
tunda, how its figures are symbols evoking deeper, more
ambiguous realms of the artist’s vision, reiterates Gallé’s
Symbolist conception that art must "capture the impalpa-
ble," "penetrate the depths,” and conjure forth the "latent
spirit beneath phenomena."” Because they have not look-
ed beyond Bruce Porter as a source for the character of |
the artist, critics have failed to recognize the imp e
of hypnotism to Corthell’s art and to his collusion with
Laura in the adulterous organ scene in cha
scene of sublime (and subliminal) revelation twin
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Jadwin’s market epiphany just a few pages
Gallé, updating an ogy, conceived ¢
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viewer, by ‘emotional contagion,” the same state of feeling
expressed by the artist.”'® Gallé’s notion of "emotional
contagion” was taken from Bergson, who popularized the
idea in his famous 1889 Essai sur les Données Immédiates
de la Conscience that in the experience of art, we
surrendered our minds to "the indefinable psychological
state experienced in the other.""' At its best, art produced
a "perfect responsiveness, in which we realize the idea that
is suggested to us and sympathize with the feeling that is
expressed. " For Bergson, such perfect responsiveness
was the very state produced by the hypnotist, a state he
knew well as an observer of and participant in clinical
experiments with hypnosis in the 1880s. The irresistible
"contagion” of the aesthetic experience was "a refined and
in some measure spiritualized version of the processes
commonly used to induce the state of hypnosis.""

If Corthell’s ideas and statements about art are taken
from the psychological aesthetics of Emile Gallé, his char-
acter and his relationship to Laura are taken from one of
the most popular novels ever written about hypnotism,
George Du Maurier’s 1894 Trilby. The Pit specifically and
overtly reiterates key images and narratives of Du Maur-
ier’s mesmeric romance, in which the evil machinations of
a mesmerist are framed by a droll account of Bohemian
life in the Latin Quarter of Paris. Norris, like everyone
else in America, read the book and knew it well."* Read-
ers of The Pit, still flush from a nationwide Trilby craze
in 1894 and 1895, would have quickly recognized that
Corthell is based on Svengali, Du Maurier’s mesmerizing
pianist and villainous seducer, and that Corthell’s adulter-
ous affair with LauralsbasedonSvengahsmesmencse-
duction of the lovely, innocent Trilby.

There is ample evidence that Norris was personally fa-
miliar with the psychic and psychological research that
determines The Pit’s central conceits. When Norris stud-
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professionally devoted to, psychic research and hypno-
tism. Garland, for example, was chief investigator of the
American Psychical Society. And at Harvard’s social
clubs, it is possible that Norris met Morton Prince, the
nation’s foremost psychotherapist whose investigations
into the several changing selves of his patient, "Miss
Beachamp,” would become a national sensation in 1906.
The mesmeric sources of The Pit are significant. While
a fuller analysis is beyond the scope of this brief article,
I want to suggest that in writing The Pit, Norris was in-
terested in writing an American Trilby, a story about
mesmeric subjection and psychic influence, but that un-
like Du Maurier’s book, Norris's study of mind control
and second selves would be, as Norris put it, "Ameri-
can," "modern, typical and important.""* He turned to
the wheat pit in Chicago because that was the site par ex-
cellence for an epic study of the modern mesmerist, the
speculative titan. Financial speculation, of course, flour-
ished in other countries, but it was nowhere so identified
with national imagination and art as in America—and at
the turn of the century, America’s speculative imagina-
tion was identified with Chicago.'® And, as the eminent
economist Alfred Marshall observed, the Board of Trade
was "as representative of modern ideas as the wheat field
and the loaf of bread are of the xmchangmgelmusml ,-
human life.""’ Nomsundersmodnmket pecula
IeastJadwmsgaﬁed ahnost conscious
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Newman, "Supernatural Naturalism: Norris’s Spiritualism in The
Octopus,” Frank Norris Studies, No. 4 (Autumn 1987): 1-4;
Charles L. Crow, "The Real Vanamee and his Influence on
Frank Norris's The Octopus,” Western American Literature, 9
(March 1987): 131-39. A dissertation devoted to Norris and
other naturalists’ use of supernaturalism does not even discuss
The Pit (Martha Smith, "A Study of the Realistic Treatment of
Psychic Phenomena in Selected Fiction of William Dean How-
ells, Hamlin Garland, Henry James, Frank Norris, and Theodore
Dreiser,” University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1972).
On The Pit and "second” selves, a widely recognized effect of
mesmerism, see Barbara Hochman, The Art of Frank Norris,
Storyteller (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1988).
*Frank Norris, The Pit: A Story of Chicago in Collected Works
of Frank Norris (1928; Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat, 1967),
volume 5, 318, 330.
3The Pit, 2317.
The Pit, 236.
$The Pit, 59; Emile Gallé quoted in Debora L. Silverman, Art
Nouveau in Fin-de-Siécle France: Politics, Psychology, and Style
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 300.
"The Pit, 236; Gallé, quoted in Silverman, 232.
3Silverman, 239. The Pit, 239; Silverman, 235, 234.
®The Pit, 240; Silverman, 300.
“Bergson quoted in Silverman, 90.
“Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the
Immediate Data of Consciousness, ed. J.H. Muirhead (London:
Allen, 1950), 14. See also Silverman, 89-90, 301. As artists

*The Wave, 15 (15 August 1896): 7.

penetrating the surface of the visible, material world and mining

the fluid, unstable realm of value found there, Corthell and

critical writings as well as in The Pir. For an American state-
ment on this "sixth sense” which likewise links Corthell’s art

~and Jadwin’s speculative idealism 2 L which is c
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.. . Because [the composer’s] soul was heavy and broken with

grief, or bursting with passion, of tortured with doubt, or

searching for some unnamed ideal, he has come to you—you

of all the people in the world—with his message, and he tel'llsl)
you of his yearnings and his sadness, knowing . roul, s
sympathize, knowing that your soul has: hlfc hIS,‘ becn aci
quainted with grief, or with gladness; and in his music his sou
speaks to yours, beats with it, blends wnh. it, yes, 18 ewn spir-
itually married to it" (240-41). Bergson, ina passage immedi-
ately following his identification of art and hypnotism, ob-
serves that "in music, the rhythm and measure suspend the
normal flow of our sensations and ideas by causing our atten-
tion to swing to and from between fixed points, and they take
hold of us with such force that even the faintest ummtwsaﬁ a
groan will suffice to fill us with the utmost sadness. If musica
sounds affect us more powerfully than the sounds of n:
the reason is that nature confines itself to expressing fe
whereas music suggests them to us" (Bergson 15).

“He was thrilled to go to the opening performance of the ¢
play version in Boston (Franklin Walker, Frank Norris: A
Biography [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran, 1932], 93). |
Norris’s own droll portrait of student life in the Latin Quarter
clearly recalls Trilby ("Student Life in Paris," Collier’s Weekly,
25 [12 May 1900]: 33). As a journalist for The Wave in 1896,
Norris interviewed actress Maude Odell who played Trilby
("Trilby and Princess Flavia," 15 [10 October 1896]: 8), and
Norris was probably the author of an unsigned article about Du
Maurier's writing methods ("Du Maurier’s Methods,” The
Wave: 15 [24 Octaber 1896k:5). .0 e o nl
“Letter to Isaac F. Marcosson, No

[
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southward on his first major assignment. The rather spec-
tacular aﬁemm of that charge for Norris, both personally
and me%smally, is familiar to students of his biography.
Ju.st after his return he confessed in a letter to his old
friend Ernest Peixotto that harsh reality had unceremoni-
ously burst the bubble of anticipated splendor: "There is
precious little glory in war . . . it’s only horrors that come
to you . . . and nothing of the finer side.”? In this letter
he also mentioned the debilitating fever he had contracted
while in Cuba, the effects of which eventually complicated
the infection that ultimately killed him a scant four years
later. As for his profession, the Cuban incident yielded
four articles: two, "Comida: An Experience in Famine"
and "With Lawton at El Caney,” appeared within a year
of his return, while the others, "Untold Thrilling Story of
Santiago’s Surrender” and "On the Cuban Blockade,” de-
spite his efforts to place them, languished for over a dec-
ade after his death until their posthumous publication.’
Additionally, Norris gave his eye-witness account of the
battle at El Caney in an interview, entitled "Witnessed the
Fall of Caney," for the San Francisco Chronicle on 28
August 1898, only days after his arrival in San Francisco
to recuperate in more ways than one from Cuba.

Thus, the effects of his exciting venture in Cuba upon
both his health and his career can be traced through the re-
mainder of his life. For example, his ailing constitution
allowed him, while convalescing, to spend many pleasant
hours with his fiancée-to-be, Jeannette Black, in a late
summer idyll of two months that would be described in
part in Blix. The relatively speedy publication of two arti-
his mounting desire not just to see his name in print but al-
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rewarded the efforts of its "special correspondent” by
running a series of his articles on "The Picturesque Side
of African Life" almost simultaneously with its conscien-
tious coverage of its reporter’s apparent disappearance af-
ter reaching Cape Town on 4 December 1895.°

A murky chapter in Norris’s life, his brief exploit in
Africa has plagued commentators since Franklin Walker’s
ostensibly full and detailed but actually vague and un-
documented chronicle of Norris’s African excursion in
his 1932 biography.® For example, while the date Norris
departed from San Francisco to begin executing his re-
portorial duties has been determined,” precisely when he
returned to California after fulfilling his assignment for
the Chronicle remains problematic: though he registered
as a guest at the luxurious Hotel del Coronado in San Di-
ego on 25 February 1896,* he had not yet arrived in San
Francisco by 9 February, when, at long last, an article in
the Chronicle disclosed why he had not communicated
with his distraught mother for over two months.” An un-
explained period of three weeks during which he must
have returned, of course—but when?— therefore exists.

This unsolved mystery in turn presages other questions
about the affair. What was Norris doing while his moth-
er thought him "lost"? Did he, as the Chronicle implies,
accompany Jameson’s party from Cape Town to the
Transvaal, or did he make his way alone?" Regardless,
what happened on the journey? If he was wandering a-
round various parts of South Africa, as likely,
how did he manage to post his dispatches regularly to
San Francisco? Even the exact number of those
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Chronicle; then in a later section grouping titles by year of ~ Moran of the Lady Lerty (189§) that the “0‘;:: “}'Ias
publication Gaer noted two other South African pieces  "Based on Fact,” and Mchlra'th s speculation that this
printed by the Chronicle,” one of which Katz and Lohf  statement indicates that "while its eyents oc?curred in Cal-
and Sheehy overlooked, meaning that the three studies to-  ifornia and Mexico, Moran’s autoblographlcazloroots were
gether account for seven Chronicle pieces. Yet all of them [Norris’s] early 1896 adventure" are correct, th§n Nor-
were wrong, as Robert Morace demonstrated when he dis-  ris’s time in South Africa affected not only l?ls non-
covered an eighth." fiction to a degree greater than has yet. been realized !)ut
Enter McElrath. His Frank Norris: A Descriptive Bib-  also his fiction. One might even surmise tha;, fpllowmg
liography in 1992 chronologically presented all of Norris’s ~ Cuba, he remembered the marketing argd'pubhshmg strat-
then known work, thereby laying to final rest misconcep-  egies South Africa had already taught h.1m. . :
tions concerning the number of South Africa pieces, their Of course, only a complete and readily available edi-
titles, and their places of publication. In 1988, his Frank  tion of all of Norris’s work will clarify the full cxtent.of
Norris of The Wave explained why only a paragraph on  his South African experience, or even of his Cuban trip,
Cecil Rhodes in a longer column entitled "Tales of the in his writing. In the meantime, the fugitive pieces from
Day" could have been written by Norris,” thus adding ~ 7he Wave now accessible in McElrath’s and Burgess’s
more material to the record of what Norris wrote as a re-  Apprenticeship—when coupled with the compelling no-
sult of having roamed Africa, in much the same fashion tion regarding Moran’s being based upon Norris’s own
that the known existence of his two other South African  adventure, McElrath’s earlier justifications for the deter-
Wave pieces, "Rhodes and the Reporters” and "Jack Ham-  mination of which publications comprise Norris’s Wave
mond in Johannesburg and Pretoria,” already had.'® But  canon, and the total record of Norris’s writing McElrath
the coup de grace occurred in 1996 with the publication of  offers in the 1992 descriptive bibliography—enjoin Nor-
McElrath’s and Burgess’s The Apprenticeship Writings of ~ tis scholars to take a hard look at the impact of an exotic
Frank Norris, 1896-1898 which for the first time gathered  junket on a still fledgling regional writer manfully strug-
in one place all of Norris’s South African Wave journalism  gling for national recognition.
along with two short stories, "A Salvation Boom in Mata-
beleland" and "The Strangest Thing," both likewise set in Notes
Africa, and a third, "Execution Without Judgment,"
which, though it does not take place in Africa, is told in
part by Miller, the same Australian reporter whom Norris
had cast several months earlier as the cheeky narrator of

This essay expands upon a presentation made at the 1997
American Literature Association annual conference, in a
session devoted to the significance of Frank Norris’s 1896-98

"The Strangest Thing."" S o Rt
’ & ; : g ings for the San Francisco weekly magazine, The Wave.
Suddfmly, a minor bxograghxcal episode assumes major Joseph R. McElrath, Jr., "Norris’s Return From Cuba, "
proportions: to dismiss cavalierly or even merely. to - American Literary Realism, 5 (Summer 1973): 251.
mize the effect of Africa on Norris now seems irrespon- *Frank Norris: Collected Letters, ed. Jesse S. Crisl

sible. During or immediately following his stay there,  Francisco: Book Club of California, 1986)
,Norﬁswocemeeightarﬁclesfortheazronicle,ﬂ}us a- Experien " 4
 ting seven of them himself; he sent another article to Har- ~ (Mar
~ per’ ‘eekly, which had also retrained him as a correspon-
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student newspaper of the University of California ran a brief un-
titled paragraph explaining Norris’s assignment for the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle (The Berkeleyan, 5, No. 43 [1 November 1895],
4). Crisler also found several articles in the Chronicle which
monitored the worry of Norris’s mother, Gertrude Doggett Nor-
ris, regarding her son’s whereabouts ("Notris in South Africa,"
Frank Norris Studies, No. 7 [Spring 1989], 4-7). These articles

originally appeared in the Chronicle as "Friends of Frank Norris

Anxious," 25 December 1895, 16; "Norris Reached Cape

Town," 28 December 1895, 12; "Norris Is Now Believed To Be
Safe," 12 January 1896, 18; and "Norris Could Not Cable," 9
February 1896, 17.

SFranklin Walker, Frank Norris: A Biography (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran, 1932).

In "Norris’s Departure for Johannesburg,"
lished this date as 28 October 1895.

®McElrath and Crisler discovered that Norris had signed the
hotel’s guest register on this date; the register is now in the li-
brary of San Diego State University.

9"Norris Could Not Cable," reprinted in Crisler, "Norris in
South Africa," 6-7.

10"Norris Is Now Believed To Be Safe," reprinted in Crisler,
"Norris in South Africa," 6.

UFErank Norris and The Wave: A Bibliography (New York:
Garland, 1988); Frank Norris: A Descriptive Bibliography
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992); The Ap-
prenticeship Writings of Frank Norris, 1896-1898, ed. Joseph R.
McElrath, Jr., and Douglas K. Burgess, 2 vols. in one
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1996).

2Joseph Katz, "The Shorter Publications of Frank Norris,"
Proof, 2 (1973): 155-220 (see 178); Kenneth A. Lohf and Eu-
gene Sheehy, Frank Norris: A Bibliography (Los Gatos, Calif.:
Talisman Press, 1959), 53, 55-56, and 63.

BJoseph Gaer, Frank Norris (Benjamin Franklin Norris):
B;bliography and Bzographwal Data (Berkeley: California
3, 1934), 9 and 15.
and Textual Study of Frank
C ,Wave dissertation,
: of tl

Crisler estab-
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of the Day," The Wave, 15 (18 April 1896), 16, para-graph 5,
is reprinted in The Apprenticeship Writings, vol. 1, 13.

'"Rhodes and the Reporters," The Wave, 15 (11 April
1896), 5, reprinted in The Apprenticeship Writings, vol. 1, 1-3;
"Jack Hammond in Johannesburg and Pretoria,” The Wave, 15
(20 June 1896), 5, reprinted in The Apprenticeship Writings,
vol. 1, 78-82.

17" A Salvation Boom in Matabeleland," The Wave, 15 (25
April 1896), 5, reprinted in The Apprenticeship Writings, vol.
1, 18-22; "The Strangest Thing," The Wave, 16 (3 July 1897),
reprinted in The Apprenticeship Writings, vol. 2, 8-13; "Exe-
cution without Judgment," The Wave, 16 (2 October 1897), 5,
reprinted in The Apprenticeship Writings, vol. 2, 151-55.

18"Street Scenes in Johannesburg During the Insurrection of
January, 1896," Harper's Weekly, 40 (7 March 1896), 233.

19" A Christmas in the Transvaal," San Francisco Examiner,
Christmas issue of the Sunday Examiner Magazine, 17 Decem-
ber 1899, 6, reprinted in Robert C. Leitz, III, "*A Christmas
in the Transvaal’: An Addition to the Norris Canon," Studies
in American Fiction, 8 (Autumn 1986): 222-24.

XThe Apprenticeship Writings, vol. 1, xviii and xli, n. 17.

Frank Norris’s Portrait of Joaquin Miller
in The Octopus

Joseph R. McElrath, Jr.
Florida State University

It has been twice suggested that Frank Norris was de-
scribing California poet Joaquin Miller when demonstrat-
ing to a savvy 1901 readership what and whom he had in
mind when he addressed the matter ef artistic f; ;
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photographer—may have unwittingly contributed that de-
tail to a composite portrait of the artist as charlatan.

A decade later, Benjamin S. Lawson insisted more
strongly on "The Presence of Joaquin Miller in The Octo-
pus."* For him there was no doubt that "a certain bearded
poet, recently back from the Klondike,"* was Miller; for,
Miller was one of the better known "Argonauts" by virtue
of his having written at length for periodicals about the
rush that followed upon the discovery of gold at Klondike
Creek in 1896. Indeed, Lawson even chides Graham for
expressing a tad of uncertainty about the matter—though
he, himself, could not do more than dress Miller in a som-
brero and serape.

Now, yet another decade later, it is at last possible to
establish firmly the fact of Miller’s presence in The Octo-
pus—thanks to the dogged persistence of actress Blanche
Bates, "the very clever, very fascinating star and leading
lady of the Frawley Company" described by "Hilyard" in
an 1899 issue of Leslie’s Weekly.® The article "Joaquin
Miller’s Arctic Suit" makes it plain that Miller was the
very man at whose expense Norris waxed droll.

On 8 November 1898, Miss Bates visited the songster
of the Sierras because she had heard about and just had to
see the costume in question. Disappointment was hers,
however, when her carriage stopped before his home near
San Francisco. She was greeted by the poet sporting a
beard that extended to his chest and found him dressed
in—what was for Miller—more conventional garb. "He
wore a smt of velvet cordnroy, the color of it

f - A pale, yello
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made outside of the spotted fur of the baby
reindeer, and inside of the fur of the reindeer
full-grown. It had buttons of solid Klondike
nuggets of many hundred dollars’ value, two
long rows of them, fastened on with copper wire
the way the Alaskan Indians sew on buttons. It
was ornamented also with the tooth of a young
walrus, and with many of their costly fur-tails
that women covet for their capes.
How preposterous Miller must have appeared may be in-
ferred from a half-tone in Leslie’s Magazine. Miller re-
mains in his bee-brown velvet corduroy suit. But he
talked Miss Bates into donning the outfit and then posing
with him.

Notes

!(New York: Doubleday, Page, 1901), 313.

’Columbia and London: University of Missouri Press, 1978),
79-80.

*Frank Norris Studies, No. 6 (Autumn 1988): 1-3.

“The Octopus, 312.

588 (9 March 1899): 187.
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