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Unanswerable Questions in McTeague:
The Maria-Zerkow Subplot as an Allegory
of Norris’s Naturalism

Nathanial B. Smith

North Carolina State University

The ever-growing band of Frank Norris critics has large-
ly ignored the third plot of McTeague, the dirty, back-al-
ley, shadowy exchanges between maid Maria and rag-pick-
er Zerkow. Perhaps the blatant racism of the subplot—the
tribulations of a (so-called) stupid-Mexican/Central Ameri-
can-greaser and a perverted-Polish-Jewish-miser—causes
understandable blind-spots to form in some readers’ eyes.'
The story of this dark couple, however, enacts some inter-
esting complexities in Norris’s theory of fiction-writing
(his “Naturalism”): the subplot is an allegory of Norris’s
anxiety about referentiality, source, and imagination in Mc-
Teague. Several critics have noticed a certain “anxiety” in
the novel’s narrative voice: Mary Lawlor finds a “distrust
for the signifier” in Norris’s work, “a wariness of any
mark’s pretension to ‘stand for’ something else.”* Specifi-
cally, Norris seems anxious about the referentiality of his
writing—whether McTeague is empirically “realist”or im-
aginatively “romantic.” William E. Cain, addressing “the
forms of power” Norris evokes in McTeague, finds a simi-
lar anxiety manifest in the “curious” repeated motif of
questions—about characters, situations, motivations—that
the narrator cannot answer.” These unanswerable ques-
tions, I will show, reveal a deeper novelistic anxiety about
genre, about whether the novel is “realism,” written from
eye-witness experience, or “romance,” an ultimately im-
aginary, fictional headbirth. If McTeague is “realism,”
~ there should be no unanswerable questions, but if “ro-
2 mam.”ﬂae namhve vo;oe shmﬂdnat be so amuous about
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common sense.” Realism—a turbid genre Kaplan calls
“the fiction of the referent”—is a desperate attempt to
construct reality in an insubstantial world where the
breakdown of traditional centers of cultural authority has
created a general fear of “unreality.”® Strongly influ-
enced by empirical notions about “truthful” representa-
tion, the purported ideology of journalism, late-19th cen-
tury realists like William Dean Howells theorized th‘at the
perceived gap between sign and referent could be brndged
by writing from direct, eye-witness experience.° Realists,
as is well known, defined their genre against the “imagin-
ative,” fanciful, non-empirical writing of romance.

Norris’s theory of fiction—his “Naturalism”—seeks to
bridge these categories, combining “imaginary” romance
with empirical, referential “realism.” Naturalism, he
writes, “is midway between the Realists and Romanticists,
taking the best from each.”” Norris appears anxious,
however, about the part of his Naturalism which (roman-
tically and imaginatively) breaks the realist’s empirical
strictures.® Norris’s literary essays both support and con-
tradict the tenets of realism, an equivocation noticeable in
his “Fiction is Selection”: “You can’t imagine anything
that you have not already seen and observed,” writes the
empirical Norris. On the other hand, good writers can
describe things they have read or heard about second- v
hand: “Fictionis what seems real, not what is real.” This
is Norris’s “romantic” side. “But for all this,” he contin-
ues, as if to apologize for breaking the empirical
“the story writer must go to real life for his sto
can never think out, or invent or imagine a tale th
be half so good as the things that have ‘reall
pened.””® This is Norris the “realist.” i

Fiction does not have to be
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dialectic of Naturalism.

The Maria-Zerkow plot allegorically enacts Norris’s at-
tempt to merge realism and romance into Naturalism and
illustrates Norris’s anxiety about referentiality, source, and
imagination. (That Norris does literary theory in narrative
form should not surprise anyone familiar with his literary
essays, many of which are, essentially, collections of anec-
dotes.) Judging by Norris’s own ideas of fiction, Maria
starts the novel as an even better “Naturalist”than the nar-
rative voice of McTeague. She has a direct, eye-witness
relationship with the characters of Polk Street, just the kind
of immediate, inside information that the narration—be-
cause the story is partly “imagined” and mediated through
the newspaper—can never achieve. As the novel contin-
ues, however, Maria becomes dangerously romantic: her
gold-story is “romance” in that it has no actually-ob-
servable referent: it’s imagined, fanciful, all in her head.
Maria’s husband Zerkow plays “realist” to his wife’s ro-
mance. He tests the referentiality of Maria’s story by ask-
ing questions about the “reality” behind Maria’s words—
questions, like those of the narrative voice, which are ulti-
mately unanswerable—but Zerkow finds only “imaginary”
signifiers. In the end, the two characters are erased as a
critical step in the narration’s subtle dialectic where the
categories of real and imaginary are both cancelled and
preserved, that is, synthesized into “Naturalism.”

The best critical approaches to the Maria-Zerkow plot—

read Maria as raconteur, but critics have failed to notice
Maria’s (and Zerkow’s) complex relationship with Mc-
Teagae N {storyteﬂmg) nmanve "9016@ One of the best

those of Barbara Hochman and Walter Benn Michaels''—

death."
To write his kind of fiction, Norris must depict forces
that “twist” and “wrench” characters from realistic con-
ventions, and for Cain, this “testifies to [Norris’s] sense
of the novelist’s power” (p. 205).

Although unrecognized by Cain, Maria’s first appear-
ance in McTeague functions precisely as this sort of cata-
lyzing activation for Norris’s naturalist plot; the novel’s
narration, in effect, uses her as a kinhd of device to
“wrench” the McTeagues out of a realist setting and into
the tragic world of Norris’s Naturalism. For Norris, the
defining quality of realism is based not on how the story
is told but on the story’s content. “Realist” fiction—ex-
emplified by Howells—tells a story about normal life: for
Norris, it “is the drama of a broken teacup . . . the excite-
ment of an afternoon call, the adventure of an invitation
to dinner.”" At the novel’s beginning, McTeague clearly
is “in part a creature of [Howellsian] realism,” living a
rather commonplace, ordinary life despite his idiosyn-
cratic habits." Maria’s first appearance disrupts this real-
ist scene, setting in motion what many critics call the
novel’s “pivotal event”: Trina’s winning the lottery,
which arguably triggers her tragic transformation.'> Mc-
Teague’s friend Marcus is waiting with his cousin Trina
for her first dental appointment when Maria enters the
room to clean. Completing her work, Maria starts to
Ieave but Stops to ask Tnna 1f she wﬂi “‘Buy a ﬁck&tiﬁ e



by its commitment to discovering Norris’s own conscious
intentions, a point made clear from his emphasis on Nor-
ris’s “presence” in McTeague. 1t is possible, on the other
hand, to locate in the novel a less conscious, less intention-
al struggle to hide the discrepancies between Norris’s nov-
elistic theory and his actual fictional practice. This strug-
gle occurs not with the “author” (and his “presence”) but
at the level of the narrative voice. Rather than reading
Norris as overtly “using” his characters, this study will
search out a latent narrative strategy of displacement where
the characters of Maria and Zerkow enact or model aspects
of Norris’s fictional ideals.'®
Despite its limitations, Cain’s argument offers the best
close reading of the novel’s narrative voice. He calls at-
tention to the strange, repeated motif of unanswerable
questions the narrative voice asks. The first volley of
questions occurs immediately before Maria’s first appear-
ance—at the start of the novel’s second chapter—when
McTeague realizes he has an appointment with Miss Baker
that afternoon. The narrator begins to tell of the “affair”
between the “little old maid” and Old Grannis, but the de-
scription quickly unravels into a much-quoted series of
questions:
Was it the first romance in the lives of each? Did
Old Grannis ever remember a certain face amongst
those that he had known when he was young Gran-
nis—the face of some pale-haired girl, such as one
sees in the old cathedral towns of England? Did
Miss Baker still treasure up in a seldom opened
drawer or box some faded daguerreotype, some
strange old-fashioned likeness, with its curling hair
and high stock? It was impossible to say. (p. 9)
Cain finds this “impossibleto say” “oddly withholding”; it
is an instance, he argues, when Norris “questions his pow-
er” as a novelist to reveal his characters’ “history.” Some-
times Norris powerfully controls his characters, forcibly
twisting and shaping their destinies, “yet he also appears
detached from them, finding their world absorbing but their
actions mystifying”; Cain argues that the unanswerable
questions manifest Norris’s awareness (and anxiety) that
“thereare limits to the novelist’s knowledge and authority”
(p. 203).

These novelistic “limits,” I want to suggest, have much
more to do with genre than with Norris’s intentionality.
To write with “absolute authority,” argues William Dean
Howells, the chief theorist of realism, “you must not go
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outside of your own observation and experience; you Conk
not tell what you have not seen.”"” The Granms-Baker
questions, as Cain notes, involve the characters’ “histor-
ies,” past events necessarily beyond the marrator’s €ye-
witness observations. By admitting that it cannot answer
these extra-empirical questions, the narrative announces
or foregrounds its claims to “realism”:the novel will not
offer up “romantic” conjecture about things outside the
narrator’s experience. We might begin to wonder,
though, why the narrative is so interested in appearing
realist unless it is anxious about not being so. After all,
the narrative voice is not ignorant of every character’s
past: on the novel’s first page we are told of McTeague’s
childhood at the Big Dipper Mine, and of course we meet
Trina’s family. A second glance at the Grannis-Baker
questions, in fact, reveals that the questions are not so
empirically unanswerable as might first appear. The real-
ist writer who goes “to real life for his story,” as Norris
claims in “Fiction is Selection,” could quite simply ask
the Old Grannis and Miss Baker characters about their
memories of youthful love. The difference between Mc-
Teague’s past and that of the elders involves referential-
ity: Norris discovered the McTeague character’s story
from “real”newspaper articles; Old Grannis and Miss Ba-
ker’s past is unsayable because the characters are purely
imaginary and thus referentially sourceless.

The narrative strategy of modestly yet deceptively ad-
mitting that “it was impossible to say” creates in Mc-
Teague something that Derrida might call a “law”: ques-
tions about the referential source of things cannot be an-
swered. The narrative’s questions must remain unan-
swered for Norris’s Naturalism to work. Because Natura-
lism is suspended between the empirical and the imagin-
ary, the reader must not probe the “actual” source of the
novel too deeply. These questions will upset the delicate
balance; they will uncover the “imaginative” nature of the
text. The part of Norris’s narrative that asks these refer-
ential questions is precisely the realist part of the nar-
rative: it questions the novelist’s “authority” (as Cain has
it) to know the entire truth of a story that has not been
witnessed first-hand. That part of the narrative which is
unable to answer these questions, however, shows that
McTeague operates like an imagined, “romantic” text.

Don’t ask if the story is “real,”Norris’s law tacitly states;
it’s real, after all, if it seems real.
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It is in this quite convoluted context—indeed immediate-
ly following these “impossibleto say” Grannis-Baker ques-
tions—that the narrator introduces the character about
whom “the flat knew absolutely nothing further than that
she was Spanish-American,” Maria Miranda Macapa (p.
13). Occupying a room “in the garret” (p. 71), she is a
“fixture” in the flat, having located there before any of the
current lodgers; there are “legends” about Maria but no
facts (p. 13). It is “impossible to say” Maria’s past. As
with Grannis and Baker, the narrative foregrounds its lack
of information about Maria’s past and makes readers con-
scious of her status as an imaginary character out of “Ro-
mance.” If it is true that Norris modeled Maria on a story
his mother told about a quirky servant, Maria’s “romantic”
nature—derived from second-hand accounts—becomes in-
creasingly evident,?

Maria’s inexplicable origins are only one particularly
vivid instance of the narrative’s more general problem of
presenting imagined, fictional details as if they were ex-
perienced facts. There is no witness to Maria’s past, and
perhaps because of this, she is in the position of being a
witness of the other Polk Street lodgers, and the narration
uses her as a “source” of narrative information—as an an-
swer to some of its unanswerable questions. She has gath-
ered information seemingly unavailable to (read: “impossi-
ble to say” for) the narrator. “Maria,”the narrator relates,
“had been the first to call the flat’s attention to the
[Grannis-Baker] affair, spreading the news of it from room
to room, from floor to floor. Of late she had made a great
discovery” (p. 9). The narrator goes on to tell about the
couple’s synchronized, habitual behaviors behind almost-
closed doors but fails to “cﬁe”hﬁmushcmofm
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rummaging about in Old Grannis’s closet shelves” where
she finds an old pitcher which she convinces its owner to
relinquish (p. 21). She then moves on to Miss Baker’s:
“‘Got any junk?’” cries Maria at the old woman’s door.
“Peering into the corners of the room,” Maria finds a pair
of old shoes in the closet (p. 21).

Snooping in closets, peering inside rooms, and gaining
first-hand, empirical knowledge of Grannis and Baker,
Maria personifies Norris’s ideal Naturalist writer. As she
does with the McTeague plot, Maria here disrupts the
realist setting—the “dramaof a broken teacup,”* a virtual
description of the Grannis and Baker affair.”> Norris
writes that his Naturalism is a “realist” setting seen from
a romantic “point of view.”” Naturalists must take ro-
mance with them when they call on their (Howellsian
realist) neighbors:

So you think Romance would stop in the front
parlor and discuss medicated flannels and mineral
waters with the ladies? Not for more than five
minutes. She would be off upstairs with you,
prying, peeping, peering into the closets of the
bedroom.”
The Naturalist writer must investigate, must dig below the
surface to find the truth of things. “Romantic” Maria,
peeping into Grannis’s and Baker’s closets, quite mexab
ly—(or is it “allegoncauy”?)——actsoutﬂmmav‘ ion

Naturalis wnm-—aarmm part
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to write empirical realism. While Maria herself enacts
Norris's Naturalism, then, Norris's “use” of Maria as a
fictional device (or, better, the displacement of his literary
theories onto her) exposes the contradictions inherent in the
kind of fiction he calls “Naturalist.”

The nascent connections between Maria and McTeague’s
narrative voice get more complex with the introduction of
Zerkow. Just as Maria introduces the reader to the Gran-
nis-Baker affair—telling stories seemingly unavailable to
the narrative voice—she introduces the reader to Zerkow.
Maria’s visits to Zerkow’s hovel mirror some of Norris’s
writings on the Naturalist writer who, for Norris, must take
the romantic point-of-view “among the rags and wretched-
ness, the dirt and despair” of tenement houses.” As she
has before, Maria again embodies this (Naturalistic) roman-
tic point-of-view. Back from “his daily rounds” of rag-
picking for the day, Zerkow is at home when Maria peers
mto his junk shop:

On the walls, on the floor, and hanging from the
rafters was a world of debris, dust-blackened, rust-
corroded. Everything was there, every trade was
represented, every class of society; . . . Zerkow’s
Junk shop was the last abiding-place, the alms-
house, of such articles as had outlived their use-
fulness. (p. 25)
Maria comes to Zerkow's door bearing a “dirty pillow-
case”™ (p. 24) full of the junk collected from her earlier
raid, the treasures all good Naturalist writers need to tell
“real” and true stories. Maria’s appearance at Zerkow’s
door enacts the ending of Norris’s theory-story of the “Ro-
mantic” raids on private boxes and closets:
m m {Rme} wm:ldptck here a hme and
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narrator is the “source” of inside information about Gran

nis and Baker, she is the sole source of information about
Zerkow. The reader, in fact, witnesses Zerkow only in
the presence of Maria: at no poxm does the narrator de-
scribe Zerkow without “seeing” him through the eyes of
Maria, as if the maid herself and not the narrative were
writing about the old miser. Thus, while Zerkow repre-
sents “Life” —the “real” —this source can only be narrated
through a fictional character, “imaginary”; because N'or-
ris’s novel operates within the dialectic of real and im-
aginary, it cannot avoid using (imaginary) literary devices
to tell the Naturalist tale of “Life.”

Many critics have noticed this “derivative” quality to
the Maria-Zerkow plot, but they have failed to find its
(allegorical) complexity in relation to the narrative voice.
Maria embodies certain aspects of the narration: before
Zerkow appears in McTeague, the narrator takes Maria’s
rumor-telling (her incipient storytelling) for narrative
“truth.” Zerkow is introduced into the plot as another as-
pect of the narration: the question-asker. Zerkow be-
comes an embodiment of the narrative’s early Grannis-
Baker questions: his dialogue reads like those questions
put in quotation marks, character-ized. Like the narra-
tion’s questions, Zerkow asks about the referential veraci-
ty of Maria’s autobiographical stories: the anecdote of her
name (“‘Had a flying squirrel an’ let him go’”) and the
tale of the golden plate. Zerkow not only asks, but—un-
like the narrative voice—gets some (hmmed) angwers to
his questions.

For Zerkow, ﬂwmoztprecwmmmmbxmm -‘
is gold. The maid has ahabuofmmgwnmw
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between a seller and a buyer quickly shifts to one between
a storyteller and a listener. “‘Well, it was this way,"”
begins Maria, “looking straight in front of her with eyes
that saw nothing”:
“It was when 1 was little. My folks must have
been rich, oh, rich into the millions—coffee, I
guess—and there was a large house, but I can only
remember the plate. . . . There were more than a
hundred pieces, and every one of them gold. You
should have seen the sight when the leather trunk
was opened. It fair dazzled your eyes. It was a
yellow blaze like a fire, like a sunset; . . . every
[piece] was like a mirror, smooth and bright, just
l2ike a little pool when the sun shines into it.” (p.
7)
Zerkow listens to the story with a combination of “misery”
(p. 27) and “delight” (p. 28); he asks Maria to repeat the
story, and when she finally gets up to leave, he invites her
to “‘come again any time you feel like it, and tell me more
about the plate’” (p. 28).

Those critics who take up the Maria-Zerkow subplot
with any care have tended to focus on Maria’s story, com-
paring it with the other appearances of gold in McTeague
and, more recently, examining the way the story sets up
models of signification.”” For our purposes, the story can
be seen as a kind of answer to the narrator’s earlier queries
about Maria’s past history. We have speculated that, be-
cause Maria is the first resident at Polk Street, there is no
witness to her earlier life. The story of the gold plate, if

wm%&ﬁw Wuu&,woﬁdﬁtlmtpamany

supporting this diagnosis is the story of the plate; even
Marcus admits, “‘/ don’t know’” about her mental con-
dition for sure. Without evidence one way or the other,
it seems “impossible to say” whether to trust in the
validity, the referentiality of Maria’s story, and yet most
every character seems to have faith in the story’s unrelia-
bility.

The narrative voice has precisely this same equivocal-
yet-judgmental attitude about Maria’s story. Immediately
after Maria recites the full story to Zerkow, the narrator
delivers a kind of mocking praise: “Illiterate enough, un-
imaginative enough on all other subjects, her distorted
wits called up this picture with marvellous distinctness”™
(p. 27). Presumably, Maria’s illiteracy serves to streng-
then the story’s validity: it is not likely that Maria has
read this story in any book, and she is “unimaginative” a-
bout other things (“‘she ain’t regularly crazy’”). The nar-
rative’s loaded adjectives, however, reveal its actual opin-
ion that the story is pure fiction, the product of “distorted
wits.” While ultimately agreeing with Marcus, the narra-
tive for some reason does not want to answer the question
definitively, as revealed in a remarkable string of ques-
tions one paragraph after Maria’s story:

Did that wonderful service of gold plate ever ex-
ist outside of her diseased imagination? Was

Manaacmallyremanbermgmmof‘,
chﬁdhood ofbarbamhmny? Waew yarents
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imaginary, “romantic” example of fiction, the story seems
to have an “imaginary” relationship with the story’s pur-
ported referent, the “actual” gold plate.

In contrast to all the other characters in McTeague (ex-
cept Old Grannis at Trina’s lottery party [p. 70]), Zerkow
believes Maria’s story. He “chose to believe it, forced
himself to believe it, lashed and harassed by a pitiless
greed that checked at no tale of treasure, however prepos-
terous” (pp. 27-28). At first, Zerkow is content to treat the
story as purely imaginary, something that brings the gold
vividly into his dreaming mind: “As he listened, with
closed eyes and trembling lips, he fancied he could see that
wonderful plate before him, there on the table; under his
eyes, under his hand, ponderous, massive, gleaming” (p.
73). He enjoys the story because of its power to evoke im-
aginary images. The tale functions for Zerkow as a kind
of fantasy out of a romance novel, a “tale of treasure”
which the reader can imaginatively share.

At the same time, however, Zerkow is tortured by the
tale: “what misery Zerkow endured as he listened. .
What exasperation” (pp. 27-28). His “spasm[s] of an-
guish” ultimately are caused by his awareness of the split
between sign and referent: the words are only tantalizing
reminders of the lost gold. Zerkow, in essence, has trouble
accepting Maria’s story as “romance” and wants to read it
as “realism,”as something Maria “actually” observed and
that “actually” exists. This bent towards realism is appar-
ent in (what else?) the questions with which he “plied”
Maria, “questions that covered every detail of that service
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go? Where did it go?" Maria shook her head. ‘It’s gone,
anyhow’” (p. 36). What began as a friendly conversation
between social outcasts develops into Zerkow’s obsessive
desire—“a veritable mania”—to locate the source of Ma-
ria’s signification (p. 73). Using an empirical definition
of (Howells’s) realism, Zerkow believes that Maria’s
story must have come from eye-witness experience:
For it stood to reason, didn’t it, that Maria could
not have described it with such wonderful accura-
cy and such careful detail unless she had seen it
recently—the day before, perhaps, or that very
day, or that very hour, that very hour? (p. 137)
Zerkow begins to believe that, “not only had that service
of gold plate once existed, but it existed now, entire, in-
tact; . . . It was to be searched for” (p. 136). In large
part to pry facts from Maria, Zerkow marries her, but the
strategy backfires: she cannot answer questions about the
gold’s source, and after giving birth, she forgets the story
altogether. Zerkow then begins to hunt, to imagine pla-
ces where the referent could be hidden: “‘Perhaps it’s
buried near your old place somewhere’” (73). Almost
like a journalist investigating his hunches, the miser-
turned-miner literally digs for the (golden) referent:
“Maria showed Trina the holes in the walls and the
loosened boards in the flooring where Zerkow had been
searching for the gold plate. Of late he had been digging
in the back yard” (pp. 174-5). After all this, the referent
is no-where to be found. It is absent. The referential
question has been answered: there is indeed o-thing be-
hmd the referent* the mgn is de‘vmd 0ﬁ mearn
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struggles to keep hold on its referentiality (its source)
amidst the imaginary. Maria’s story, unlike Norris’s, is
apparently sourceless. Just as the narrative’s unanswered
questions serve to deflect attention from Naturalism’s in-
herent “imaginariness” by refusing to imagine answers,
Zerkow’s follow-up questions expose the imaginariness of
Maria’s story, insulating the narrative from questions about
its own “imaginary” source. The narrative sets itself a-

gainst—or above—this “bad” use of the imagination.
To complete this gesture of setting itself apart from the
story of Maria and Zerkow, the narration must purge, re-
move, indeed kill off these characters. Maria’s gold story
is too much like McTeague itself, and Zerkow’s questions
probe referentiality too vigorously, homicidally. The nar-
rative, like Zerkow, has asked referential questions, yet the
“law” of Norris’s naturalism dictates that referential ques-
tions must be left unanswered: questions about “real” and
“imaginary” can be asked but must not be pursued. Zer-
kow’s questions threaten to unravel the narration’s sneaky
technique of avoiding such questions, leaving them unre-
solved, and not probing imaginariness too deeply. His ag-
gressive questions and their (partial) answers thus violate
the narrative’s law. The reader should expect the violators

to be punished.

Questions of source again arise in the context of Zer-
kow’s brutal murder of Maria. The trouble with narrating
—and interpreting—the homicide is that the narrator can-
not describe the actual murder. The narrative’s sole access
to Zerkow, we remember, is through the point-of-view of
Maria: Zerkow never appears first-hand in the text without
Mana s presence. Because that mediator does not survive
¢ 'mxy, the‘nmative voice cannot wimess” the

questions surrounding the murder are, once again, un-
answerable.

The rumors, however, are wrong: Zerkow has been
framed by the narrative voice itself. All of Zerkow’s dig-
ging for facts, sources, and referents gets the narrative a
bit anxious: if Zerkow is so intent on finding the actuality
of Maria’s signifiers, perhaps the old miser will begin to
work on McTeague’s signifiers the same way, exposing
the actuality of Naturalism’s imaginariness. Zerkow must
be punished for violating the narrative’s law. He asks the
kinds of questions about stories that readers must not ask
of Norris’s Naturalism: questions about the empirical,
eye-witness referentiality of the text. The death of Maria
and Zerkow, furthermore, almost seem to vindicate the
narrative’s position on leaving questions open. Searching
for referents can get you killed, the narrative warns; just
don’t do it.

The reader learns of Zerkow’s death exactly the same
way Norris learned of Trina’s death, from the San Fran-
cisco Examiner:

Polk Street read of it in the morning papers. To-
wards midnight on the day of the murder Zer-
kow’s body had been found floating in the bay
near Black Point. No one knew whether he had

drowned himself or fallen from one of the
wharves. (p. 180)

Now that Maria, the narrative’s witness or “source” fm‘
information, is dead, the narrative must mﬁdmiﬂ Zerm
dlfferently, it must use another set of eyes to wmmsm
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and romance again arises: if Norris’s “allegorical” novel is
not “Romance,” what is? Norris’s fiction, however, both
supports and breaks the laws of realism, both critiques and
uses the devices of romance. The contradictions, the laws
and law-breakings, the anxiety about reference: all these
make up Norris’s fiction-writing strategy. McTeague, 1
think, continues to be read not because of its generic un-
certainty, its philosophical complexity, or even its unan-
swered questions (although each plays a part in enhancing
the novel’s appeal). Readers will continue to enjoy Mc-
Teague precisely for its “imaginary” signifiers and equivo-
cal fictionality—and because of the grotesque little tragedy

of Maria and Zerkow, a largely unattributed source of text-
ual pleasure.
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“Amy Kaplan, The Soaal Construction ofAmer‘zcw: Realism
(mage University of | 9 Press, 1988), 9 13
’Kaplm;yg :&, J0PBsisnrin
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%On “sources” of McTeague see Donald Pizer, The Novels
of Frank Norris (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1966),
pp. 52-63. Pizer excerpts news stories from the San Francisco
Examiner and collects several relevant essays in his Norton
Critical Edition of McTeague (see n.16).

"'Barbara Hochman, The Art of Frank Norris, Storyteller
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1988); Walter Benn
Michaels, The Gold Standard and the Logic of American Natur-
alism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987).

12«Zola as Romantic Writer,” p. 72.

13« A Plea for Romantic Fiction,” p. 76

“George Johnson, “Frank Norris and Romance,” American
Literature, 33 (March 1961), 59.

SHochman calls Trina’s transformation from house-wife to
miser “the greatest critical problem in McTeague” (p. 68).

'SMcTeague, ed. Donald Pizer (New York: Norton, 1977), p.
13. Subsequent references to this edition appear within paren-
theses.

""Joseph H. Gardner, “Dickens, Romance, and McTeague: A
Study in Mutual Interpretation, ” Essays in Literature, I (Spring
1974); rptd. in the Norton McTeague, p. 373.

*In the attempt to bypass authorial intentionality, my syntax
at points will seem to ascribe a kind of intentionality and action
to the narrative voice. This should not be taken literally, how-
ever; it simply feels like the clearest way to descnbe the alle-
gorical movement of the plot.

®William Dean Howells, “Novel-Writing and Novel-Read-
ing,” W. D. Howells: Selected Literary Criticism, Vol. iy
1898-1920, ed. Don L. Cook et al. (Bloommgmn m&m
University Press, 1993), 229. &4 ;

*See Franklin Walker, Frank Noms A Bmgmm
City: Doubleday, Doran, 1932), p. 231
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¢ A Plea for Romantic Fiction,” p. 77.

7“ A Plea for Romantic Fiction,” p. 77.

*In the best reading of Zerkow, Walter Benn Michaels argues
that the miser is less a junk “dealer”than a junk “collector”: “in-
stead of trying to turn his junk into gold by selling it, he keeps
it around him as if it already were gold” (p. 153). Zerkow is, in
this reading, an “alchemist” (p. 151). Future McTeague scholar-
ship may benefit from a comparison between Jewish Zerkow and
Walter Benjamin, whose notions of the collector, the storyteller,
the alchemist, and la -chiffoniére—Baudelaire’s “rag-pick-
er” —correspond with elements in McTeague in general and Zer-
kow in particular.

»Maria’s story has been read as a microcosm of the process of
signification. Critics argue that, overall, gold in McTeague oper-
ates as a recursive linguistic symbol, an image of signification.
Walter Benn Michaels notices that gold in Maria’s story is “like”
both a source of light (blaze) and a reflection of light (mirror)
(McTeague, p. 27); therefore, gold reflects itself and is its own
reflection; it becomes itself by representing itself (Michaels, p.
158). Gold shares this self-referential quality with signification.
Like signs, writes Lawlor, gold can “be exchanged for anything”
while lacking “inherentvalue . . . gold is what we might call the
ultimate signifier” (p. 93).

A Funerary Wedding

in Frank Norris’s McTeague
Nan Morelli-White

Eckerd College

- Tothe first«tim readﬂr of Frank N‘@rns snovel it Ry
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prove Norris’s reflection a darkly ironic one, linking the
unfortunate pairing of McTeague and Trina Sieppe to the
novel’s final scene in which McTeague finds himself in
the vast expanse or “wilderness” of Death Valley. But
the phrase “strange inappropriateness” is more immedi-
ately meaningful when it is read as a descriptor of the
language used by Norris to relate the details of the
wedding ceremony conducted later that same day.
Strikingly discordant notes are sounded when Norris
describes the father-in-law-to-be as he informs McTeague
that the time for the service is at hand:
“Are you reatty?” he asked in a sepulchral whis-
per. “Gome, den.” It was like King Charles
summoned to execution. Mr. Sieppe preceded
them into the hall, moving at a funereal pace.
(p. 92; italics mine)
As those present at a normally joyous occasion are depic-
ted, more imagery of the kind accumulates rapidly. The
minister who conducts the brief ceremony appears “rigid,
erect, impassive.” Marcus Schouler, his demeanor a
consequence of McTeague’s good fortune in wedding the
winner of a sumptuous lottery prize, contributes to the
dour atmosphere: he is, to say the Ieast “gloomy

silence ensued. . . . The most solemn expressi
every face. . . . Mrs. Sieppe . . . was crying” (

dentist were married”—takeson a ponderous
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being sung and with a comment suggesting its " inappropri-
ateness":

The company had left the table and had assem-
bled about the melodeon, where Selina was seated.
At first they attempted some of the popular songs
of the day, but were obliged to give over as none
of them knew any of the words beyond the first
line of the chorus. Finally they pitched upon
“Nearer, My God, to Thee,” as the only song
which they all knew. Selina sang the “alto,” very
much off the key; Marcus intoned the bass, scowl-
ing fiercely, his chin drawn into his collar. They
sang in very slow time. The song became a dirge,

a lamentable, prolonged wail of distress:

“Nee-rah, my Gahd, to Thee,
Nee-rah to Thee-ah.”
(p. 99; italics mine)

A appears then, that through his choice of inverted im-
agery, Norris has presented in McTeague’s and Trina’s
‘wedding the obsequies for the deaths of their souls as well
as the only funeral rites the reader is to see for this
ﬂﬁome& couple. Moreover, this dark union foreshadows
the darker one that closes the novel, when McTeague finds
: nd to another kindred spirit, the dapmved Lrhr
m&sh@u er, in me hen of Death Valley
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NEARER, MY GOD, TO THEE

by

MRS. SARAH ADAMS, 1841

Nearer, my God, to Thee,

Nearer to Thee,

E’en though it be a cross,

That raisest me;

Still all my song shall be, -
Nearer, my God, to Thee,

Nearer to Thee.

Though like a wanderer,
Weary and lone,
Darkness comes over me,
My rest a stone;

Yet in my dreams I'd be

Nearer, my God, to Thee,

Nearer to Th‘ee‘

There let my way a.ppeax i

Steps unto heaven;
All that Thou sendest mﬁ
In mercy given;




