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Supernatural Naturalism: Norris’s Spiritualism in 7he
Octopus

Robert D. Newman

Texas A&M University

. there is a continuum of cosmic consciousness,
agamst which our individuality builds but accidental
fences, and into which our several minds plunge as
into a2 mother sea or reservoir.

—William James, “The Final Impressions of a
Psychical Researcher”

“I don’t want her spiritualized, exalted, glorified,
celestial. I want her.”’
—Vanamee to Father Sarria

On hearing Presley’s recitation of “The Toilers”
in The Octopus, the mystical shepherd Vanamee tells
him, “in this poem of yours, you have not been trying
to make a sounding piece of literature. You wrote it
under tremendous stress. Its very imperfections show
that It is better than a mere rhyme. It is an Utter-
ance—a Message. It is Truth™ He then encourages
Presley not to publish it in the monthly literary peri-
odicals, but in the daily press. Inspired by the people
it should “go straight 7o the People,” he argues.

Vanamee’s reaction to “The Toilers” in many
ways describes The Octopus. The novel is based on the
Mussel Slough incident, and its long observed and

long debated thematic inconsistencies do not obscure

its social message. In fact, Norris critics have tended

to locate the zmperfccuons of The Octopus not in its
lack of a2 message but in its apparently conflicting
truths. The naturalistic main otpitsthemmhm
against the railroad, which indiffemntly destroys my-
one and anything that obstructs its unrelenting charge
toward profit. The Manichean im_pnhe bmm
nmel, as Ja.mu K Falm describ
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stone Presley, to social action.” Similarly, June

Howard demonstrates, “it is a very short step from

naturalism’s gesture of control to progressivism’s,
from the sympathy and good intentions of the natu-

ralist spectator to the altruistic and ultimately nnthor ;
itarian benevolence of the progressive reformer.”*
However, Presley’s reformut gestures seem futile to
him and he wanders in despair until infused by
Vanamee’s Pauline mysticism at the novel's close.
And here is the crux of the critical controversy—the
apparent incompatibility of the novel’s social re-
formist surface and its lurking and ultimately con-
cluding mystical subplot. -
In a letter to Issac F. Marcmson, Norris wrote,
“vou will find some things in it [The Octopus] that for
me—are new departures. It is the most romantic
thing I’ve yet done. One of the secondary wb-pwu is
pure romance—oh, even mysticism, if you like, a sort
of allegory—TI call it the allegorical side of the wheat
subject—and the fire in it is the Allegory of the
Wheat* These “new depa.rtures“ generaﬂy have not
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ging flaw, a sennmennhzaﬁen of the naturalist 'j ..
theme, resnltmg in metaphysical vagaries or at odd
with the clear implications af the empirical da

Norris prmats. Thnt
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dwindled, vanished. He saw with new eyes,
heard with new ears, felt with new heart
“Come to me,” he murmured.
Then slowly he felt the advance of the Vi-
sion. . ..

While one might view Vanamee with suspicion at the
close of The Octopus, there is no guestion about the
fact that earlier in the novel he possesses special
powers which Norris seems to view as empirically
real. Thus arises the guestion, what was a self-con-
scious naturalist, intent on describing nature as it is,
doing when he brought in behaviors that have to do
with what we would now term “supernatural™?

Zola’s “Le roman expérimentale” imposes the
scientific method on the novelist for truthfully de-
picting the operation of natural forces on man. In
this sense, “experimental” is more properly under-
stood as “empirical” How then can we reconcile
spiritualist matter with an empirical method calcu-
lated to 1mpel readers to social reform? Norris schol-
arship has taken major steps in this direction. Wal-
cutt sets up an extra-empirical viewpoint with his
American Literary Natwralism: A Divided Stream, and
Warren French sees Norris as a2 descendant of the
Transcendentalists.” By arguing for LeContean evolu-
tionary theism as a primary influence on Norris, Don-
ald Pizer puts him squarel ¥ in 2 metaphysical tradi-
tion with a scientific base.” In his insightful assess-
ment of the Pauline references in the novel, Richard
Allan Davison assumes leadership of the Vanamee
vanguard by considering lnm as Norris's spokesman
for a visionary point of view.” Another approach that
I would like to suggest might be to put aside our bi-
ases against spiritualism and then to consider it in its
context—a turn-of-the-century context, Norris’s, in
which those biases were not so numerous or guite so
strong. By observing that fin de siecle naturalism and
spiritualism (as well as transcendentalism) shared

some of the same assumptions, we can see that the
mystical subplot is not such a2 foreign element in The
Octopus as often has been supposed and that Norris
was not wholly abandoning common sense when con-
ceptualizing it
In the latter part of the nineteenth century, spiri-
tualism was a self-conscious movement intimately

aligned

of the Seven Gables is probably thn m sm mple o

vithwcialtdmmdawmpnagmm}

friend of Henry James and he later married Williag -
Jil::is s daughter. George du Maurier's novel Trilp,

(1894), in which the mesmerist Svengali plays a majo, -
role, was a popular success, as was the stage adapt,.
tion. Wilton Lackaye, who played Svengali, told 5,
Wave reviewer that the stage adaptat:on sought to stir

public interest by “‘making hypnotism the very

essence of the play” (14 [5 October 1895}, 7). Norris
rnew the novel well: so did his close friends. In a lo-

cal performance of the dramatic adaptation, his life.
long friend, Ernest Peixotto, played Little Billy. And
“Little Billy” became a nickname for Peixotto given
to him by Norris. _

In I)BFSS, Margaret Fox significantly deflated the
American spiritualist movement when she announced
to a capacity audience at the Academy of Music that
the tapping and cracking of her toes and those of her
sister Kate formed the repository of the otherworldly
intelligence that had spawned four decades of investi-
gation of rapping spirits. The skepticism that fol-
lowed, however, was not new. Emerson had stated,
“no inspired mind ever condescends to these evi-
dences” which were “the rat hole of revelation.””
Thoreau had responded to reports of spirit rappings
at seances by vowing to ‘“‘exchange my immortality
for a glass of cold beer” should these rappings prove
real®  Although attracted to Swedenbor
Henry James, Sr. rejected spirits as “so many ?&rmin
revealing themselves in the tumbledown walls of o'tl:r
old theological hostelry.””™ His son and namesak
linked feminism to spiritualism in The BMMM mﬁ
condemned both. |

Hawthorne's pm‘traynl of E

of the socml re.former
of other spiritualists in h:s hu romances, Emerson’s
denouncements, Twain’s burlesqu Df -4 eances and
poltcrge:lsm, mﬂ ME spoof of the
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Calvinist tradition that had created a rad-
ion between immediate experience apd
order. Spiritualists considcxc‘jcd tangc;mal
which maintained occult traditions Of se-
223??5:: theosophy, to be exclusive and elitist.
. They believed that illumination through mystical ex-
perience was available to everyone 'and that sPch eX-
perience could be empirically verified. In this vein,
spiritualists, like American Transcendentalists, re-
jected the distinction between the natural and the su-
pcrnatural worlds and insisted that spirit was a tangi-
ble presence in the everyday world.™ Spiritualist in-
guiry could therefore employ the scientific observa-
tion of external facts. In doing so, it again mirrored
Transcendentalism by dismissing miracles and pro-
moting the inviolability of natural law.

Despite the blows to credibility dealt by the Fox
sisters and the shift from reformism to a belief in
gradual evolutionary progression, a shift which caused
many reformists to leave the movement, spiritualism
was still very much linked to science at the turn of
the century. William James’s interest in the Ameri-
can Society for Psychical Research was to culminate
in his Gifford lectures in Edinborough in 1900-01, later
published as The Varieties of Religious Experience. His

focus on the ambiguity of the term “abnormal” was
motivated by the work of Frederic Myers, who tied
psychical research to the developing interest in the
unconscious. Myers in turn was reacting to Pierre
Janet's research on hysteria, and suggested that while
pathological behavior might have an antecedent in a
subliminal self, the disruption of normal behavior
might also derive from some form of religious inspi-
ration.” Despite his public proclamation that the fu-
ture of psychology lay in Freud’s work, James still
privatel; viewed Myers’s theories as more compre-
hensive.™ The Freudian unconscious of repressed de-
sires generally replaced that which psychical re-
searchers contended reflected an intuitive access to
transcendental knowledge. However, Freud himself
once remarked that if he had his life to live again he
would devote it to psychical research.

In addition to the development of psychology,
advances in science in the 1890s lent credibility to the
unseen and exploded previous paradigms of rational-
ity. The invention of the X-ray in 1895 by Wilhelm
Roentgen—noted in The Wave, 15 (15 February 1896),
5—made invisible forces an approved object of scien-
tific inquiry. Transparent
help to prompt Picasso’s cubism and

rgje,CfC!d the
jcal disjunct
some higher

generally to ex-
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planes of X-rays would

tend rational inquiry beyond the immediately observ- ke o

how to conceptualize the nature of the physical world,
human nature, and the new forms of the ‘“unseen” be-
ing postulated as real or possibly real by a steady
stream of thinkers who viewed themselves as empiri-

cal in their mindsets. . P
| Although spirit rapping had fallen into disfavor,

interest in the mysterious and the otherworldly was
bridging the gap between the scicntific‘and the non-
scientific in Norris’s time, allowing him to endow
Vanamee with telepathic powers just as he had earlier
given McTeague a sixth sense and later invested Cur-
tis Jadwin with near-intuitive powers in The Pir. Still
it was a time of antitheses. The gyres that were be-
pinning to turn in Yeats’'s mind in Ireland were spin-
ning their antinomies like a cyclone through the
American consciousness. While the pragmatism of
Charles Pierce and William James was coming to
dominate American intellectual circles, San Francisco
became a Mecca for charlatans of the occult as well as
for remnants of the American spiritualist and Tran-
scendentalist movements. Theories of biological and |
social evolution clashed with fin de siecle decadence
and with notions of millenarianism. The proletariat
became the focus of fiction and of progressivist poli-

tics while industrialists evolved as the new ruling |
class. And naturalism and symbolism emerged as the '
two dominant and opposing modes of literature.

Out of these whirling oppositions without a cen-
ter emerged what may still be viewed by us as Nor-
ris’s contradictory naturalistic allegory of the wheat.
For I do not propose a resolution of the debate over
the theme of The Octopus which has been goi
since its publication in 1901 Although Vanamee’s vi- |
sion that ‘“‘the whole is- in the end perfect” (2, 345)
may not be simply declared the theme of The Octopus, .
and although Norris’s own point of view may be clas-
sified as moot still, the novel’s flaws are not based in
this respect, Norris reflected his times. The
perspective is more ours than his; and, if and when a
the facts that must be taken into account is that Nor-
ris was not simply letting his imagination run fiof
when he developed the Vanamee subplot. He wac
working with data that was, for him, imore emciity
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“The Letters of William James and Theodore Flournoy,
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“Ernest Jones, Sigmund Freud: Life and Work
(London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 3, 419-420; Moore points
out that Freud was a corresponding member of the
Society for Psychical Research, and that he wrote an
article entitled “Psychoanalysis and Telepathy” in
1921 (165-66). His other studies in the occult include
“A Premonitory  Dream  Fulfilled”  (1899),
“Premonitions and Chance” Dé),
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ful suggestions, many of which I

“Dreams and

: of the Atlantic were rmolbd into
on both sxdesr the boards. We mi’!ht weﬂ recall that

s audicnc:;. lert dramatist.

roof against the alert ai : 3
. Ongc such enterprising playwnght was émnnn;
Pollock. His initiation 10tO the reworkmgw A WA.
commenced when the successful producer

issi ' stage version of
Brady commissioned him to prepare a
Frank Norris’s The Pit (1903). Brady had ‘m:idd, tt:
dramatic rights for this book, b:tlt his first gl
Augustus Thomas, then an established dramatist,

s _ o
turned down. Honored by such notice from one .
the luminaries of the American theater w Poﬂogk

fell to his task with cntfhnsiasm. He chP’M his
lay within a fairly brief spaan, as mm g
Euty too obviously From this beginning,
however, Pollock would go om 10 M many
successes in attracting large audiences 1O his stage
fare. He would also c;_ontinnc wodtf:ti otlhcl' best-
selling novels into plays for stage production.
glthough The Pir is in central f?cus here, two
other dramas devolving from Norris works may
briefly engage our attention. The first, a one-act
piece by “Christopher St. John” (pseudonym for
Christabel Marshall), takes liberties with the text of
Norris’s -short story, “The Guest of Homor” This
playwright perhaps thought that audiences would not
respond well to the supernaturalism Norris engages in
his story (where a man meets Death at the last in a
series of formal dinner parties at which a place has
been reserved for him as the guest of honor)g
Whether to cater to the Age of Realism or no, St\J
John’s addition of a clumsy love interest to the play
actually diminishes dramatic force in her work. The
play seems never to have reached the stage, nor was it
published; a typescript is held in the New York

¥

Public Library. A second Norris story
London, a notice that, as one of two “Dramatic
Plays,” ““The Third Circle, adapted from the work of
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A amateur play production, the theatrical
propensities of Laura, and many allusions to theater
and to acting. Furthermore, Norris’'s reviewers were
quick to point out the “flesh-and-blood characters” in
The Pit, a novel, as some saw it, of “truer insights into
the hearts of his fellow men” than Norris had
previously achieved. Others remarked the “whole
drama of the wheat problem”; the “dramatic
developments”
speculation threatens his marriage, motivating Laura
to turn toward her former lover, or would-be lover,
the appropriately named Corthell, two “tragedies”
then impend upon the great “Bull”: that in his home
and that in the pit  Overall, to cpitomizc the
reviewers  attitudes, The Pit embodies “more
dramatlc elements than any of Norris’s earlier novels
had.” Pollock, of course, hoped to capitalize on this
In addition, Pollock’s conception was that a good
dramatist should emphasize social themes (p. 128 and
he worked at his material with that thought
uppermost. Responding to Pollock’s obvious intent,
however, the then influential critic William Winter
later found “nothing in the play but the scenes of
business strife and tumult” adding that such plays
had by this time become commonplace. Brady had
foreseen that “more love” was essential if the play
were to succeed, and so Pollock at his behest also
attempted to serve up what he supposcd an audience
might applaud. One might mention in this connection
how the young actor filling the role of Landry
Court—who in Norris’s novel combined business
shrewdness with a lover’s traits—Ilater achieved more
than modest success in lovers’ roles. His name was

Douglas Fairbanks.’

Pollock’s personal outlook as to the proper
function of a dramatist may also have sustained a
beating in this venture because “you can’t dramatize
descriptions of office buildings at night,” as Augustus
Thomas put it when refusing to adapt The Pit.
Interestingly, the otherwise hostile William Winter

found value in Pollock’s “photographic portrayal” of
the forces opposed in the stock market  Such

pictorializing, of course, was one of Norris’s major

techniques in his novel He was, after all, an heir to

the great Victorians, admiring their poetry (as The Pit
attests) in particular. Laura’s reading, for example,
included Tennyson and other Victorian poets (as well

u Dickens, “Om&“-—md m M’t mt_?w admit
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that intensify after Jadwin’s obsessive-
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the bulk in Norris’s book took away from the very
texture of that fiction, as several -enmplu should
make clear.

First, Laura 1is prescnted in terms that are
simultaneously pictorial and dramatic. Her hair and
her manner actually recall those of the dark-haired
ladies in Pre-Raphaclite paintings. In fact she is

described such that, to me, she suggests Jane Burden,
often a model for Pre-Raphaclite painters and

ultimately the (unhappy) wife of another member in
those circles, the exuberant William Morris—who was
evidently wanting as a lover. Laura’s “pallour was in
itself a colour . .. a tint rather than a shade, like
ivory; a warm white blending into an exquisite,
delicate brownness towards the throat” H&r “deep

"

brown eyes glowed lambent and intense. . ..

And all this beauty of pallid face and brown
eves was crowned by, and sharply contrasted
with, the intense blackness of her hair,
abundant, thick, extremely heavy, continunlly
corruscating with sombre, murky reflections,
tragic, in a sense vaguely portentous—the
coiffure of a heroine of mmance, doomed to
dark crises.’

- Here Laura resembles indeed another raven-
haired “heroine of romance, doomed to dark crises,”
Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s sensation-novel protagonist,
Aurora Floyd.  Moreover, though well-bred and
both heroines could wunleash violent
streaks—Aurora in horsewhipping an errant groom
and Laura in passionate, wild dancing—when occasion
warranted. These outbursts manifest inward turmoil,
much better portrayed by Norris than by Braddon, for
whom the psychological novel was not a great forte.
Pollock’s rendition of such personality traits in Laura
dwindles into a mere stage direction: | _
slender, dark hair and skin"—-a meager resentation _
and not true to Norris’s character escription. @ |

Second, Landry Court, mly clauﬁiod hg Norxls ~ -/
as ‘“clean within as without,” and whose development |
of maturity we see unfolded gradually, is brought on =~
rather more rapidly by Pollock, to the detriment of |
dﬂpth m m chm:. m > :._'1; ;;“u‘: 21,-::‘% t |

i T1 8

t . AR . " - “ I A " : "
- - : iy 3 . ] L 3 r i 3 . J 5 i T ;'I L F |I - I.I.J r ; Fe L = ﬂ:
. . . B o L 7 ] i N o o g - ) | L S [ + "1 e - |
{ f - o T Epoadli e e B ] '*:-":L..-“!- A e v s
4 ~ > 3 v g P e I e & 4 ] 7
# T e~ el L % el l_:.'ll e 5 i e T 1-'-'.-I $l i o - = '.F-_""_.'. L. L e
. ™ - . :-" = aan i - I'- I Bl = % " | i - : ¥ i e i | ad ‘_"1- i & ® ' :l- s .l.' .F : -l - I % = b L K f 5 ":-
TILE YR REE.T L _.,_‘_ JA4 L. ikl A N A ¥ o R 1 S B W N k. W I-l: i FaF .-"-':. | ;
3 - - - = e ot il i e br - T R i T R I = v £ y =
AT T | = - % ol i LR e e iR R - "E-""l"rp'i:".f'_" £ o LT e 1 I gl T A " :
2 X - T 7 8 - v ol AT L e - O Y L o - F ¥ i - - : ]
8 ; L e i R . rF. B el
" - . 5 2 I ] . - F g 3 e ) . ,
: 2 5 i F e e % = - = e P = r b . i 1 |
- TR d W R B R - R - . : . : I
: : : "_ _r. —. o T = J __._..-1': . - f L i
'I = a | ; .I.. --.‘ o - :-_ o J“ - II- | ; L
’ 5 | .-.-.._-_ " P T -  dba — .y I . p
. : : - - b | L - ¥ i S e g ol r : . :
- . ] _3 " i r 1= : A - e ] 3 | 4 .
t10ns. JLOU, VL tiFf .. té |
. " ; . r e L —— e - i i R -l. - ‘"' L L i o
5 y ¥ - ¥ i» R § ”:' el =0 A - . b
. j Tige o ] ' & -
¥ : - ! o i R J :




grows up, chronologically and personality-wise. That
maturity is attained, moreover, in despite of Laura’s
“actress’’ instincts, which had “fostered in her a
curious penchant toward melodrama™ (pp. 212-13)
Norris, significantly, alludes to her “three
selves”—the third based upon compassion and
empathy, in contrast to the frivolous actress or to the
selfish-being aspects that alternately hold sway in her.
Such a multi-faceted personality reveals an advance in
fictional characterization during a period when
double selves were yet but imperfectly comprehended.
Interestingly, 1in this context, Landry Court
manifested a “double personality™: that of a
seemingly incompetent business person contrasted
with the attentive, clever inhabitant on the floor of
the Board of Trade (p. 92) Laura, fittingly, possesses
greater depths than Landry because she is undeniably
the figure of central interest and importance in
Norris’s novel

Norris’s Curtis Jadwin is also a complex being
too simplistically reduced in the play. No typically
insensitive businessman (albeit he temporarily falls
into that role), as was often found in American

litcrallurc of thaj: day, he is capable of deep feeling
and kindness. H{s wish to corner the wheat market is

cver-present cigar symbolizes in its phallicism a very
human sexuality lurking within him; but even the
great “Bull” (another sexual implication. despite the
usual meaning of the term?) is given balancing
characteristics. His liking for simple, homey music
provides a foil for Laura’s predilections for more
intense choices, often of decided sensuality. Her
musical tastes are perhaps reinforced by her fondness
for_ Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, that great poem in
whxgy increasingly unbridled sexuality destroys
positive ideals. Both Laura and Curtis suffer the
tragedy of having to learn (with horrendous
consequences involved) much about the nature of
mutuality. That mutuality Jadwin, at least implicitly,
learns by the close of Norris’s book. The
expansiveness typically found in a novel permits us to
observe his shifts in mood, as is not the case with
what comes to us via the terseness, comparatively
speaking, in Pollock’s play. The stage Jadwin, in
contrast to Norris’s, is one-dimensional because he is
presented in simplistic male-chauvinist terms. He is
unswervingly “manly,” in all the negative traditional
senses of that word, no doubt to maintain the

attention of playgoers eager for immediate

like an actual assignation) is another ohﬁ%
theatrical ploy; he does not so clumsily come in upg, |
the Corthell-Laura meetings in the novel. Thus, thogs
encounters seem less like mere luridness-for .
luridness’s-sake than those devised by Pollock ¢q
Throughout the play, Jadwin is drawn as far more of |
an absolutist figure, as a “heavy,” who would mor, |
properly inhabit a world of outdated melodrama thap {
that of unfolding character. y
Maybe at the urging of Brady to incorporate
more love into the play, Pollock fashioned the
dialogue toward the close of Act I between Jadwip
and Cressler, his long-time friend, to make the already
married man offer rather condescending, sexist advice
to the would-be victor for Laura’s hand. All the
timeworn cliches of the initiate versus the
experienced surface here. They add little more than
poor humor and the length requisite to flesh out a
five-act play. Since an audience at a theater could in
no way engage the dialogue effected by Norris for the
untangling of complicated emotions, all that he
achieved in subtlety of character turns into cloying
situation and stagey speeches in Pollock’s play.
Pollock’s successes, ironically, seem to be with
minor rather than major characters. His device of
opening by sending a newspaperwoman into the
theater, and thus affording us essential exposition as
she engages first one figure and then another in
conversation, is sound technique. In aiming to bring
onto stage the large pgallery of characters from
Norris’s novel, Pollock attempts no mean feat. His
portrayals of Calvin Hardy Crookes (another
transparent name) and his associate, Sweeny, plus a
third stereotype figure from the business world, the
rakish Scannel (replete with a consort of doubtful
repute, Mrs. Ferguson), are doubtless constructed to
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give to contemporaneous audiences certain tvpe
characters who frequently appeared in the American
theater during the carly twentieth ¢ *ntury _% Y
stereotypes, as they were depicted, of the Je

the Irishman, and the un
tart (2 Willy Loman in the making
true spirit of melodrama, Crookes
designated as Jadwin’s “greatest opr
not become evident until much later in the nevel

entertainment instead of psychological subtleties
inherent in a fully developed, rounded “character”
much time in arguments with her sister. Thus Laura’s  partmece in o
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Marguerite or Juliet, in the play
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1ds of high tinance and related concerns, like the
11 Q! - *

m,”fu industry, which understandably may have
grais ' their lives. Both Bfﬂd}', whose canny sensc

..tr{ : . - . .
n“:rml the dramatic rights for The Pit, and Pollock

s6C to turn a successful novel into an appealing

qnew how _ i .

k;}*w tor their times. Whether either cared much for
P -y ' ). 2.8 | . . .
Norris's epic vision or his aim after plausible

~acters within that framework, is moot. Although

“ha : :
ltinteﬁ were lifted from novel into play, vastly more
important elements were overlooked. We do not get

any sense from the play, as we do from the novel, that
a literary outlook midway between that of Whitman
and either Sherwood Anderson or Carl Sandburg was
ot work. Nor do we pgain the impression of epic
tragedy, learned by Norris undoubtedly from
Tennyson's Idylls, that ties the great world of the
grain trade to the personal one of love in disasters
and near-disasters.’

Gone too from the play is Norris's epic drawing
together of widely separated regions of the world.
Laura, Page and their father, and the Cresslers come
from Barrington, Worcester County, Massachusetts.
Laura's mother comes from North Carolina, Jadwin
from Michigan. Moreover, what all good Americans
in the era of Norris and Pollock would have readily
labeled “foreigners’”—represented by such types as
Crookes, Sweeny, and the Europeans repeatedly
connected with the wheat—linked Jadwin with the
humble Italians so desperately needing bread. In
terms of one American dream-—that of the infinite
possibilities 1in self-realization by means of the
land—-the Jadwins after Curtis's financial downfall go
West to recoup their fortunes. Just before they
depart, they receive a communication from Page and
Landry, now married and honeymooning in New
York, that great metropolis of the eastern US.A. All
in all, this bringing together of the opposite parts of
the country as the novel closes (and behind these four
in their respective regions lie, implicitly, greater
numbers of people and their indigenous geographies)
constitutes a good Norrissean epic wind-up. Such
technique is in no way matched by Pollock.

What, then, might we conclude after looking at
stage versions of Frank Norris’s works? First, his
stature was sufficiently great to attract enterprising
dramatists and producers whose awareness of their
market would have precluded use of unfamiliar
novels or novelists in this way. Second, Norris’s
literary art encompasses much more, and much more
densely textured, dramatic underpinnings than he has

customarily been credited with creating. This fact is .

most notably relevant to The Pit, which Norris filled
with dramatic tropes. Third, his own tight rein
melodrama loosened in the hands of ac
playwrights; again, this method is most cl
demonstrated in Pollock’s The Pit. Finally, eve

and Eugene P. Sheehy, Frank Norris: A Bibliography (L.os
Gatos, California: Talisman Press, 1959), pp. 43, 53.
‘Joseph Katz, “The Shorter Publications of Frank
Norris: A Checklist,” Proof, 3 (1973), 155-221 (especially
191) We can ascribe no certain dates of composition
for the short plays; both short stories on which these
plays were based appear in The Third Circle (1909) 1
am pgrateful for courtesies tendered by Jeanne T.
Newlin, Curator of the Harvard Theatre Collection, in
regard to Pollock’s The Pit, in _panicnlu for
permission to quote from the manuscript. Debra Nir,
Membership Coordinator of the Dramatists Guild,
Inc, also provided assistance. The kindness of Joseph
R. McElrath, Jr. and Jesse S. Crisler brought Iefzcndite
materials to my attention. A somewhat different

version of the present essay was presented to the

Frank Norris Society, December 1986, at MLA.

‘Contemporaneous comment about Norris’s works
is conveniently marshalled in Joseph R. McElrath, Jr.
and Katherine Knight, Frank Norris: The Critical
Reception (New York: Burt Franklin, 1981) that on The
Pit proper appears on pp. 184-89. _

‘ Winter's review appears in the New York Tribune,
11 February 1904, p. 11a. An American play about the
business world that he mentions in rather more
praiseworthy terms is Thomas Q. Seabrooke’s The
Speculator, performed 18 April 1896. Another, likewise
hostile review appears anonymously in The Theatre, 4
(March 1904), 57-58. This notice praised use of native
materials on American stages—an acclaim that had
long enjoyed currency in circles of American
dramatic (and other literary) critics; see Arthur
Hobson Quinn, A History of American Drama from the
Beginning to the Civii War (New York and London:
Harper, 1923y, A History of the American Drama from the
Civil War to the Present Day (New York: Crofts, 1943);
Walter J. Meserve, An Emerging Entertainment: The
Drama Gf the American PGOPIG to 1828 *-‘*“H i,*_.'!.t:;-.- |
Indiana University Press, 1977) Yet another reviewer,
who is in the main hostile to Pollock’s play, call
particular attention to graphic elements in lif
Chicago as it is depicted by the playwright
Magazine, 43 (25 February 1904), 188. I £

cite Norris's The Pit in the Grove

Press/Evergreen edition (New York and London. 1956)




Review: Frank Norris: Collected Letters

Compiled and edited by Jesse S. Crisler (San
anllgiscm The Book Club of California, 1986), 238

pp- $85.00
Richard Allan Davison
University of Delaware

Considering the steadily increasing critical and
scholarly interest in the life and works of Frank
Norris, as well as in his family and friends, the timing
of Jesse S. Crisler’s meticulously edited and
beautifully printed edition of Frank Norris: Collected
Letters could not be better. And the high quality of
Crisler’s work is an appropriate showcase for the 124
letters and 41 inscriptions included, most of which are
from the most creative years of Norris’s professional
life. He has admirably succeeded in at once meeting
the considerable need for information about Norris
and whetting the appetite for more.

Turning up 25 new letters and 30 new
inscriptions, Crisler has increased the available Frank
Norris correspondence by one third. He has expertly
incorporated the work of previous editors of Norris’s
letters, notably Franklin Walker’s, whose notes and
introductions to the 1956 Letters of Frank Norris form a
sturdy foundation for the present volume. In his own
introduction and notes to the individual items Crisler
has also fused scattered information and brought
many facts together with grace and good purpose. He
has chased down the noteworthy implications of the
most arcane of allusions, both consolidating and

increasing the available data surrounding Frank

Norris’s life and art
What comes across in the Collected Letters is a

man of many voices, among them the dutiful reporter
of fraternity news, the courteous charmer of women,
the name-dropper, the purveyor of inside dope, the
teller of war horror stories, the no-nonsense
businessman, the playful enemy, the risqué fraternity
brother, the proud author, the vain author, the
mocking self-effacer, the ebullient enthusiast, the
harsh self-critic, the astute critic of others, the
faithful friend, the dutiful son-in-law. A Norris who
is alive and vital emerges. Even the business-like
letters exude verve and conviction, and most of the
letters vibrate with energy, purpose, and self-
confidence. Although some reveal the formal
propriety of bread-and-butter notes of the 1890s, even
these often have a playful, puckish undertone. Most
of Frank’s letters betray little of the self-conscious
awareness that they might some day be edited for

his sister-in-law Kathleen which were
numbered. Usually far briefer
Kathleen’s letters, they are nonet
important and useful information.

posterity, unlike the letters of his brother Charles and
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others. The absence of a single love letter to his
?;tsic wife Jeannette Black supports her claim thlt,
“on marrying, they decided to burn them [the love
letters they kept in a pillow-case] and did so in one -
grand fire” But what of the letters he wrote home
during his two-year stint in Paris? Whnt of the letterg
to family and friends he wrote during his later trave
i~ America and abroad? A treasure hunt awaits
indefatigable critics and biographers. Meanwhile this

: i e very well indeed.
collection will serv y h and seleisiie-

With painstaking researc |
careful cdil:in g, Crisler has presented an admjn_bl-e
model for continued exploration. This is a fine book
that clearly will be indispensable for any future
critical, scholarly or biographical consideration of
Frank Norris and his circle. A monument to Norris

talyst for

and Norris scholarship, it will serve as a ca _
future scholars to search out the countless letters that

are doubtless in libraries and in files and attics of the
descendants of the recipients of his correspondence.
Frank Norris: Collected Letters represents an important
step toward the proper recognition of a still
underrated major American writer. |




