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On 2 October 1988 at the City Lights Bookstore, James D. Hart offers remarks on the
renaming of San Francisco streets after local literary artists such as Frank Norris.

IN MEMORIAM
JAMES D. HART
1911-1990

The late Dr. James D. Hart was, for fwenty years, the Jim Hart whose office at the Bancroft
Library was always open to scholars working with the Norris Collection there. Before and after
he assumed the directorship of the library, he labored indefatigably to build up that collection.
A distinguished Norris scholar himself, he was also exceptional as the dynamic enabler whose
delight was in sharing the unique resources which he had assembled. Many a Society member
will fondly remember Jim entering the reading room of the Bancroft, coming directly to one’s
desk, and asking how things were going and whether there was any problem in locating materials.
He always showed a personal interest, as though one was his guest. Jim, the first president of the
Norris Society, will be missed. A



Toward a Biography of Frank Norris
Edwin Haviland Miller
New York University

“This is the story of a boy who barely became a man before
he died, but in whom the boyish qualities were the qualities which
made him great,” is the first sentence in Franklin Walker's Frank
Norris: A Bio_qrzzphy.1 The sentence has predetermined much of
the subsequent critical discussion of 2 boy-man who is one of the
American originals in the tradition of Walt Whitman, Herman Mel-
ville, and Mark Twain.

Alfred Kazin in 1942 writes of Norris's “invincible youthful-
ness,” “boyish sentimentality,” and “boyish energy”; it is an “in-
veterately curious, overgrown boy” he describes. “Though he was
already a considerable artist,” Kazin informs us, when he wrote
The Octopus, Norris “was still 2 boy.” And Kazin concludes that,
like Jack London, Norris was “pre-eminently a child.”?

Kenneth Lynn in 1955 entitles his essay “Frank Norris:
Mama’s Boy,” a somewhat flippant title which undercuts some of
his brilliant insights. Lynn states as fact that Norris “suffered all
his life from being born with a silver spoon in his mouth,” as though
poor is better, and that Norris views women in his novels from the
perspective “of a small boy looking at his mother.”3

Warren French in 1962, while agreeing with his assessment,
chides Walker for failing “to observe that boyishness is not enough
where there is a2 man’s job to be done.” French insists that Norris
“through most of his career . . . remained an overgrown boy,” a
“Peter Pan” in fact with “a hatred of growing up.” He sums up:
“This novelist is best understood as a fraternity man—a refugee
from intellectualism.”*

But the simple fact is that Frank Norris is not Peter Pan and
grew up and at his death was within three years of the middle of
the journey as measured in biblical time. The condescension and
reductionism behind the boy thesis helps not at all in our under-
standing either of the man or of his art. As William B. Dillingham
observes, Walker “bears down too heavily on Norris’s boyishness
and touches too lightly upon Norris’s frustrations and psychologi-
cal complexity.”

Admittedly the “story” of Frank Norris poses problems for
the biographer and critic. There are in the superb new edition by
Jesse S. Crisler only 124 letters, which, however, are not very help-
ful in providing clues to the personality and the depths of the
novelist. There are no diaries or commonplace books. The recollec-
tions of his friends, gathered almost thirty years after his death,

provide few penetrating insights into the Norris mystery, perhaps
because friends refused to cast shadows on the reputation of aman
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the Jadwins have no offspring.
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counterpart, Laura Dearborn Jadwin.)

It is doubtful at this late date that new holograph ma
or unknown recollections will suddenly unfold the whole
reminiscences often are fictions or perceptions which shed little
light. We must be reconciled to the fact that, in biography as ‘"t!]'
as in criticism, truth inevitably mixed with the fictions of the write,
himself, of observers, and, not least of all, of biographers and criticg
Despite its limitations, Walker’s biography has performed a grea;
service, particularly in the interviews of those who knew Norrig
personally, and Norris admirers remain in his debt. In the changeq
critical climate of recent decades we now have more substantia|
commentaries which are free of the condescension and arrogance
that marred the writings of many early interpreters. Norris’s
relevancy, his genius, and his art we have at long last begun to
praise adequately. The boy has in fact at last become 2 man. It is
time: on March 5, 1990, we celebrated his 120th birthday.

It is time, then, to consider closely omissions in biographical
and critical commentaries, which are not separable, the art and art.
ist being one.

(1)Too little attention has been paid to the impact of deaths
in the Norris family. Gertrude watched helplessly as she lost three
of her five children in the first twenty years of marriage. This is a
frightful burden for any mother to bear. Frank, as the oldest of the
surviving children, had to adjust to the loss of 2 sister when he was
three and brother when he was seventeen. This, too, is shattering,
especially if until his death, his brother Lester was the favorite
child. Too many academicians shrink from dealing with death, as
in the last century their predecessors shrank from dealing with
sexuality.

(2)Sibling rivalry is a painful subject for the parhapants as
Charles’ silence and Frank’s response to Lester’s death indicate:
the wounds are deep and lasting, unforgettable and too often un-
forgivable. The murder of Trina takes place in a setting which ap-
pears to be the Lester Norris Memorial Kindergarten, where she is
now a scrubwoman, and, curiously Ida, the girl whom ?&ndgm
seduces, is a kindergarten teacher. Here Norris perhaps m
long-concealed hostility to the mother who favored his brother;
other side of his ambivalence appears in The Pit. It :
mistake that McTeague and Vandover are a@‘ 3

(3)Although a few -
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deprived the children of continuity in peer relationships, yet this
has Jong been an acceptable form of child abuse. Frank himself per-
haps treats the subject comically in the case of August Sieppe,
whose impatient, abusive mother is responsible for the greatest

-ee-wee scene in literature, 2 scene which led to outrage and cen-
sorship. However, while Walker has Norris bouncing through
childhood and adolescence, Norris’s more observant uncle, W.A.
Doggett, characterized the youth as “melancholy,” or, perhaps
more accurately, depressed.® Substantiation appears in that ex-
traordinary first chapter of Vandover and the Brute in what the
narrator terms “scattered memory pictures,” one of which depicts
Vandover, 2lone, playing house with his guinea pigs in his back
yard. The picture brands itself on the reader’s consciousness: it is
2 brilliant example of Norris’s understatement which too often has
been ignored.

(5)Some commentators, particularly Maxwell Geismar and
Kenneth Lynn, have treated the fiction autobiographically, primari-
ly, however, from a rigidly Freudian perspective. They at least have
ignored the absurdities of the Biographical Fallacy, when, every
one should know, writers in words, painters with brushes, sculptors
with their tools and musician with notes, will in one way or another
record their autobiographies, their hopes, dreams, illusions, disap-
pointments, failures, and wrenching confusions about life and
living, which we as the audience share. Obviously biographers as
well as critics should not be heavy-handed or indulge in promis-
cuous speculations but approach the writings with sensitivity and
empathy, both of which have been sometimes lacking in the exist-
ing Norris criticism.

When he heard of Norris’s death, Hamlin Garland wrote in
ne of the loveliest eulogies I have ever read, that Norris “was the
ind of man whose hidden self-inarticulate so far as speech is con-

cerned—becomes suddenly and surprisingly large simple and pas-
sionate as he begins to write. He was a man of great laughter—of
that pithy speech—humorous almost always deeply sympathetic.””

Although Garland, unfortunately, does not elaborate, the hidden

self is an excellent title for an analysis of the veils to which Norris,
in the tradition of Nathaniel Hawthorne, resorts in his self-portrai-
ture. Norris agrees with Emile Zola as to “the suppression of the
author’s personality,” with the qualification, “so far as possible.”
On another occasion he remarks: “It must be remembered that the
artist has a double personality, himself as 2 man, and himself as an
artist,” which, like the comments of Hawthorne on the same sub-
ject, begs the question.8

‘Despite such lapses as those enumerated above, close read-
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biographical conclusions. In 1892, Norris’s father departed for
trip around the world, after which he returned to Chicago
mq@mﬁmmmm

. with pathetic whores like Flossie, who infects the virginal Dolly as

Frank’s experiences at Harvard, without reference, however, to the
presence of his mother and brother Charles nearby (it may even be
significant that Vandover’s mother is dead), and describes Norris’s
failure as a painter, McTeague unveils a painful self-portrait from
another perspective. Nothing about the physically and intellectual-
ly musclebound McTeague appears to resemble Frank Norris, until
we recognize that the would-be dentist originates in his creator’s
unconscious, with murderous fantasies, sexual aberrations and
shattering feelings of anxiety. McTeague acts out his rage, while
Vandover, truly born with the silver spoon, listlessly self-destructs,
adjusting to downward mobility seemingly with little difficulty,
hiding the agony as any well-bred son will do. What we observe,
then, are two ways of coping with depression and despair.

Norris appears freer in McTeague perhaps in dealing with the
“hidden life.” Look at the subject matter of the novel: 2 rape fan-
tasy in the dentist’s office, fears of emasculation (“you can’t make
small of me”), homoeroticism in the physical and sexual rivalry of
McTeague and Marcus Schouler, the sadomasochistic sexuality of
the McTeagues, the alcoholism of the father and son, Trina’s
sexualization of her greed, the grisly murder, and the deaths of the
two men bonded at last, with handcuffs. We should also note that
Frank Norris himself, in the company of one of his college friends,
meets McTeague in the office of the Big Dipper Mine in Placer
County after McTeague returns to his former home where his
father and he worked together. This authorial intrusion in 2 tragic :
novel surely establishes Norris’s identification with his character. !

In the upper middle<lass world of Vandover and the Brute,
we witness the sordid bacchanalian reveries in the Imperial Cafe

-

well as Vandover; the suicide of Ida, who wants to be a good girl -
and have fun; compulsive gambling and alcoholism; a lurid drown-
ing at sea; the lycanthropy of Vandover as well 2s his deadening
depression as he seems to shrink into 2 horrifying, nonfeeling, per-
haps fetal state. ; A
McTeague and Vandover in ways doomed to fail attempt
re::cwerapast,notanEdenlmtaCmn'a&n‘hsrcu'!’cat"''film,ﬁﬂfEP
son of an alcoholic miner given to uncontrollable
motherwﬂhngtoapprenhoehxmtoaquackdmm
the best intentions, although that is mthz%
Teague “resumes his life again mﬁﬁyw




until at length the enervating heat of the steam gradually over-
m o him and he dropped off to sleep.”!! His illusory security is
suddenty shattered when he learns of Ida’s suicide. The “governor”
srovides the money for Vandover to leave town when a scandal
;,-_;;;s The father dies suddenly and the son is filled, at least for a
while. with guilt Soon there is endless drift and decline as Van-
dower searches randomly for the father and presumably for forgive-
ness. As Don Graham notes, in decorating toy banks, Vandover
associates himself in futile imitation with his father’s materialistic
suceess 2 He is cheated of his father’s real estate holdings by his
Harvard chum, Geary, who, however, acts as a self-serving paternal
surrogate. Finally, Geary puts Vandover to work cleaning a sink in
2 building once owned by the father. The new renter of the house
{2 burnisher, 2 word rich in chivalric and literary associations)
rewards Vandover with a 25cent tip, evoking the father’s rewards.
The las? scene of the novel ends in a frieze—the burnisher’s son
and Vandover looking at each other, “the little boy standing before
him eating the last mouthful of his bread and butter,” a scene which
certainly belies the allegations that Norris lacks empathy and art.®
A shght shift in perspective to consider the orality of Norris’s
materials in the early novels reveals that he also anticipates the
Freudian construct of the three phases of development—oral, anal,
and genital-and introduces a unifying motif in his writings. Mc-
Teague, novel and character, is enveloped in orality, with a skill
and immense subtlety for which Norris is given too little credit. The
relationship of McTeague and Trina begins in his dental office and
is consistently developed in an oral framework: the rape fantasy in
the dental chair, the gold tooth, the Sieppe picnics, the biting neces-
sary for sexual consummation, and Trina’s sublimation when she
takes gold coins in her mouth and rubs her bedy in coins. The
relationship of McTeague and Marcus begins in bars and develops
in the extraordinary billiard ball scene and physical contest involv-
ing biting The hungry McTeague throws cherry seeds against
Trina’s window before the murder. The mine to which McTeague
refurns has an “enormous maw” and finally thirst leads to the death
of the male antagonists and the canary.
Oral imagery also links the three plots of the novel. Zerkow
goes almost insane and murders in his lust for the gold plates of
Maria’s imagination. The gentle Miss Baker (observe the name)

brews her te2 nightly on her side of the wall which separates her

from Mr. Grannis, whose name conjures up granary, in
ful parody, perhaps, of A Midsummer Night's Dream. The w

" ris returned to Chicago in order to understand the workings of the
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Observe, too, that in the trilogy which Norris did not live ¢,
complete the subject of his so-called epic is wheat and the unive,.
sal hunger of humankind, but the foundations of his art renderes
it inevitable that the universal condition will be played out in
framework of the family romance and autobiography.

The Pit, as everyone (surprisingly) agrees, deals with the story
of Norris’s parents and the collapse of their relationship, which,
however in Norris’s fiction, is averted at the Jast moment. In the
year of his father’s death, 1900, Norris began his memorial of 3
man whom he had not seen for eight or nine years and who had
disinherited him, as in effect the son did the father in his contrac.
tion of his name from Benjamin Franklin Norris, Jr., to Frank Nor-
ris. The Pit is, then, a fiction consisting of the son’s fictions
concerning what transpired between his parents three or more
years before his birth, and concludes with a happy ending and filial
forgiveness, perhaps, of both parents. Before he began to write Nor-

grainmarketand,likeMcTeague,brevisit'scmsd childhood.

Thenoveld’epiqtsabatﬂebetwemandinﬁkgﬁnﬁd
meorchestrapit,betwemmaterialismandmﬁid!.uem
have things in common—the Unknown Bull of the market 2nd the
toreador of the opera, mediated as it were by Corthell, 2 Mephis
topheleancharacteroutofﬁaeopaa,&xzst,ﬂnmﬁédiﬁti
heard on the day Jadwin’s predecessor failed to corner the wheat
market. -

If, as Lynn suggests, Corthell is a portrait of Frank Norris
himself, not of Bruce Porter, one of Norris’s closest friends and an
artist, as Walker proposes, we witness not only the son’s rivalry
with the father for the mother, the cedipal situation, but also the
son’s recognition of the erotic nature of the involvement an
destructive effects upon the unity of the family.* i

And so, in what was to be the last frieze or &z
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ed. Donald Pizer (New York: The Library of America, 1986), p. 75.
12The Fiction of Frank Norris: The Aesthetic Context (Colum-
pia: University of Missouri Press, 1978), p. 29.
13yandover, p. 260.
C\ 14 ynn, p. 207, and Walker, p. 260.
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Self-Disclosure in the Fiction of Frank Norris
Barbara Hochman
Ben Gurion University of the Negev

. - the critics of the twenty-second century . . .
striving to reconstruct our civilization, will look
not to the painters, not to the architects nor
dramatists, but to the novelists to find our’
idiosyncrasy.!

Like other late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century writers
of fiction, Norris polemically affirmed the disappearance of the
author from the work. “The man behind the pen—what has the
public to do with him?” asks Norris in “A Problem in Fiction.” By
way of an answer, he advocates—“so far as possible”=“the suppres-
sion of the author’s personality” in fiction.? At the same time,
however, there is a kind of authorial intrusion or presence in the
story which Norris both coveted and feared. To reflect upon the
grounds of this tension between the absence and the presence of
the writer in the text is to clarify Norris’s conception of writing it-
self-his notion of the writer’s tale as a source not only of power
and pleasure, but also of potential danger.

p Despite Norris’s programmatic emphasis on the neutral voice

‘and absent writer of the story, his conception of fiction, especially
as expressed in his critical writing and his letters, paradoxically
reveals a wish for intimacy and physical presence in and through
writing. Such a wish is already implicit in Norris’s wellknown
evocations of the oral storyteller, spinning his yarn. Norris’s polemi-
cal insistence on the value of “yarns” and just “tell[ing] your story,”
over and above a concern with style or “literariness,” is familiar
and often discussed. But one aspect of Norris’s yarn-spinner
rhetoric has remained in the background. The proximity of teller
and listener implicit in the very idea of a storyteller provides a sharp

from.the text. The very idea of an omlstmym'dmﬁs
mewaammsmmm
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contrast to the professional writer of “realist” fiction who keeps
himself (or herself}—~both body and personality—veiled and removed

work is informed by uncertainty or ambivalence about the extent
to which he (or any author) is simultaneously inside and outside
his or her story. Like any writer of fiction, Norris surely projected
aspects of himself and his experience into his work. Condy Rivers
in Blix is only the most obvious example of a figure whose ex-
perience is informed by events and aspirations known to have been
shared by Norris himself.

In the little book that Charles Norris wrote about his brother
in 1914, he notes a more oblique intrusion into a text by Norris’s
image of himself. Referring to a description of 2 mining-office in
McTeague, Charles Norris focuses upon a character with “hair
surprisingly gray, who was playing with a half-grown Great Dane
puppy. . .. This was Frank himself. One of the other men was his
college chum, the owner of the mine, who was afterwards to fur-
nish the material for . . . Annixter in The Octopus.” Charles con-
tinues: “Nothing could be more characteristic of the whimsical
humor of Frank Norris than this casual introduction of himself into
his story.”® If we reflect upon this vignetté in the context of his
repeated assertion that the author should stay out of his fiction,
Norris’s own storytelling begins to look like ‘a way of appearing
and disappearing at one and the same time. Perhaps he saw the
work of fiction as a medium for controlled visibility, for 2 teasing
game of peak-a-boo in which the possibility of self-representation, :
even self-disclosure, is alternately entertained and resisted. L

It is worth noting, however, that while the moment referred
to by Charles Norris—or the portrait of Condy in Blix~would seem ;
to assert the possibility of the writer’s controlled or limited ap
pearance within his own text, both McTeague and Blix bristle with
characters in the grip of compulsive activities. Not the least of these
activities is obsessive storytelling itself. Such storytelling, beyond
the control of either will or intellect, afflicts not only Maria Macapa
in McTeague, and Captain Jack in Blix, but many other m
throughout Norris’s work. Thus the figure of Condy—or
of Frank Norris in the mining office—reflects not or
characteristic sense of humor, but. also am
the effaced or neutral storyteller. Thr
tent traces of “the man behind the pen”
thhthe dynamics ofsdﬁww S




however, is again to confront, in other terms, the question of
modulation or control. Norris's sense of physical exhilaration often
borders on potential violence. The novelist who goes “a-gunning
for stories,” “hairlifting stories,” that “hit hard,” is hardly a neutral
observer. Moreover, intertwined with the notion of physical
presence or bodily contact is a fear of unwitting exposure that may
help explain Norris’s wish to keep himself hidden behind his own
words.

Norris’s work is consistently informed not only by a hesita-
tion about embodying oneself in a story (or a story in oneself) but
also by a conflict between the impulse to display and nof to display
oneself. Within his fiction, Norris’s portrait of Laura in The Pif
most explicitly thematizes the implications of self-display. “It’s
myself, for the moment, whatever it is,” Laura says, when she plays
Theodora, Athalia, and Carmen in turn.” Throughout the novel,
Laura insists upon the right to present herself in a variety of guises,
especially at times of inner stress. What Page calls Laura’s “grand
manner,” moreover, is a weapon she employs, now to make others
“pay” (as she reflects during her first encounter with Jadwin),8 now
in an effort to “make” others love her.? Yet Laura ultimately ques-
tions her own motives for the self<lisplay with which, toward the
end of the novel, she tries to force her husband to return to her.10

If Laura’s impulse to display herself in order to exercise power
or elicit love is critically scrutinized by the end of The Pit, other
traces of this dynamic in Norris’s work more clearly suggest the
relevance of self-display to the writer of fiction. At the level of policy,
or ideology, Norris certainly affirms the absent or hidden author—
especially at the climax of a story. “{W]hen the catastrophe comes,”
Norris notes in “Simplicity in Art” “we want to forget the
author.”!! From this point of view, as from several others, the epic
writer is Norris’s ideal.

In “The Responsibilities of the Novelist,” Norris speaks of the
novel as “essential . . . to the civilization of the twentieth cen-
tury. . . . Because [the novel] is so all-powerful today,” Norris says,
“the people turn to him who wields this instrument with every de-
gree of confidence. . . . The unknown archer who grasps the bow
of Ulysses may be expected by the multitude to send his shaft far
and true. If he is not true nor strong he has no business with the
bow.”12 This description would seem to conflate, or collapse, two
images, evoking two figures at once. “The unknown archer...ex-
pected by the multitude to send his shaft far and true” is not only
Homer (or the novelist), but also Ulysses (or the hero). Certainly
for Norris, as for innumerable other readers, Homer is the very

epitome of the “unknown” or absent author, even as Ulysses is the

truest of archers.
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of the novelist “who wields [an all-powerful] instrument.” His
tion of the writer as the “unknown archer who grasps the
 Ulysses” is especially suggestive '

‘guised as 2 beggar and undetected by his own wife, he carefuu,.

and arrow, instruments of war. Odysseus’ medium is also the djg
guise, and the story.

Indeed, Odysseus is the storyteller and actor par excellence.
and never more so than toward the end of the Odyssey when, dis.

orchestrates and controls a sequence of recognition scenes. The
culminating moment of these “recognitions” is the moment that
Norris refers to in “Responsibilities of the Novelist"-the moment
of stringing the bow. This, then, is not merely the moment when
Odysseus asserts his power, arming himself and beginning to kil|
the suitors. It is also the moment when Odysseus reveals his iden-
tity, to reclaim his rightful place as ruler, father of Telemachos, and
husband of the faithful Penelope.

The further implications of this moment, for Norris, can be
better appreciated when Ulysses’ self-assertion and self-revelation
are juxtaposed with a different recognition scene, within Norris’s
own work. An early story, “The Jongleur of Taillebois,” presents
another figure who takes up a stringed instrument at a decisive
moment—with very different results. “The Jongleur” begins with
the secret burial of a murdered man. Amelot buries his victim in 2
forest, beneath a pit where a tree is to be planted the following day.
Fifteen years later, Amelot is felled in a storm by the very tree that
has grown over the spot. When he recovers from this accident,
Amelot finds himself unable to proceed with the trade of war by
which he made his living; and so “(hJe turned jongleur . . . he
changed the lance for the lute, and carrying it under his arm went
to the cradle of song and poetry. . . . He went to France, he went
to Provence.”’ : ,

Waiting his turn to perform in a contest of minstrel players,
Amelot selects an “instrument with which to accompany his song”; &.
he chooses “a vielle . . . of marvellous workmanship,” and prepares k’
to sing a recent Italian love song.® As soon as he begins to play,
however, Amelot—unlike Odysseus stringing his bow—no longer
controls either the instrument or himself:

.. .no sooner had he laid his bow to the quiver-
ing strings than a strange spirit, seemingly
emanating from the richly carven sounding box,
took possession of him; he was no longer master -
of himself, the bow refused to obey his will,
driven by one stronger than his own. * 11
seemed on a sudden }tg be endowed
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one that had been the favorite of [the man he had murdered].”1#

Amelot’s violent effort to stop the unbearable tune elicits “a
chord, 2 sound, 2 cry that set his every nerve aprick with . . . hor-
ror, for the note evoked was the precise musical imitation of Yere’s

eath scream.”? Smashing the instrument, Amelot saw “in its shat-
tered fragments . . . a revolting, thick, and darkly ruddy ichor” and
“recognized the wood of the Black Pine of the Taillebois forest”-
wood of the tree that had grown over the body of the murdered
man.?? “And now [Amelot] looked about him, struggling to regain
composure, wondering if it was his voice that but now had been so
passionately speaking, and if it had been so, endeavoring, yet fear-
ing, to recollect what he had confessed.”?! His own voice has
replaced his chosen song, and he has, of course, confessed his
crime, unmasking himself as murderer.

Norris’s tale of the jongleur’s self-exposure—~the tale of 2 mur-
derer-minstrel turned confessor—raises many questions in the con-
text of the issues under discussion here. Is confession (spontaneous
and uncontrollable confession) always a potential danger when one
sings 2 song, or tells a story? Is such danger present even if one
does not seem to be telling 2 story of oneself? Certainly the
jongleur’s own intention is to sing 2 wholly neutral song. He selects
his instrument with “methodical calculation” and chooses the song
itself with reference to the composition of his zudience.?2 Nonethe-
less, his instrument takes on 2 life of its own and betrays him. Per-
haps it is no wonder that the writer of this tale worried about
keeping himself out of his story.

Like the jongleur’s vielle, Ulysses’ bow is an “instrument” of
selfrevelation. Through Odysseus’ use of his bow he shows us who
he is, and with this showing he reasserts his public claim to all the
prerogatives of identity. If Odysseus fully controls instrument and
selfdisclosure alike, however, the case of Norris’s wanderer is dif-
ferent. The song and the instrument that are to serve one purpose
serve another; and self destruction is the consequence of selfrevela-
tion.

In “The Responsibilities of the Novelist” Norris uses the
image of Ulysses stringing his bow as 2 stand-in for the figure of
the writer. In the “Jongleur,” on the other hand, Norris is “simply”
telling a yarn. But to place Norris’s image of Odysseus in the con-
text of his wandering minstrel—and to consider both figures in the
light of Norris’s comments about writing—is to find hidden com-
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SLaura challenges both Jadwin and Corthell to *make me love
you,” when they first propose marriage; toward the end of the
novel, largely through her theatrical reprmntat:ons, she tries to

“make” Jadwin love her again.

198he reflects, “Was this, after all, the right way to win her hus-
band back to her~this display of her beauty, this parade of dress,
this exploitation of self” (The Pit, p. 464).

n The Literary Criticism, p. 63.

2in The Literary Criticism, p. 45.

31n The Complete Edition of Frank Norris (New York:
Doubleday, Doran & Company, 1928), vol. 10, 12.

M4eThe Jongleur,” 13.

5¢The Jongleur,” 13-14. :

%Homer, Odyssey, trans. Richmond Lattimore (New York: Har-
per and Row, 1967), Book 21, lines 407-11.

17“The Jongleur,” 14.

18“The Jongleur,” 14.

19%The Jongleur,” 14.

20“The Jongleur,” 15.

214The Jongleur,” 15.

%2He had selected his song in reference to the character of those
who were to listen to it” (“The Jongleur,” p. 13).

The Critical Reception

of Erich von Stroheim’s Greed
Thomas K. Dean

The University of Jowa

Norris’s McTeague met with much crltical dismay in 1899 be-
auseofitsgmphicpomayaloftheseanﬁersideoﬂiﬁ!tm
come 2s no surprise, then, that Erich von Stroheim’s film
tion of the novel, Greed, also scandalized much ’
munityle%VanStmhexme&medhi;
lovetohate"notonlythmﬂahig‘ !




come along that you think have no bearing on
the story, then twelve or fourteen reels later, it
hits you with a crash. For stark, terrible realism
and marvelous artistry, it is the greatest picture
I have ever seen.

Could any other director in the world have
gotten away with this? One of the best love
scenes in the picture is played with the lovers
sitting on an outfall sewer pipe down which the
body of a dead cat has just drifted. And I give
you my word, it is a tender, beautiful and roman-
tic love scene.?

MGM did know, however, that it had a “problem sell” with
this sordid film in an age of Hollywood happy endings. The studio
cautiously released the film on 4 December 1924 in a small first-
run house, New York’s Cosmopolitan Theatre, hoping good reviews
would arouse public curiosity.

The reviews were not good and the public was not curious.
The New York Times lauded the acting, the editing, the direction,
and the realism, but ultimately found the film to be “the sour creme
de la sour creme de la bourgeoisie. . . . From beginning to end this
affair is sordid, and deals only with the excrescences of life such as
would flabbergast even those dwelling in lodging houses on the
waterfront.™* Variety aptly recognized the film’s subject matter as
box-office poison:

Nothing more morbid and senseless from a com-
mercial picture standpoint has been seen on the
screen in a long long time. . . . It is a cinch that
there isn’t going to be a mob clamoring at the
door of the Cosmopolitan comprising mothers
‘and fathers who are taking their children to the
theatre to give them a good time. . .. The women
won’t like it. Imagine any girl keeping company
with a young fellow urging him to take her to
see “Greed” when she knows the night that he
sits through it he is going to sour on every
thought that has to do with marriagg!5 )
James R. Quirk in Photoplay (February, 1925) took a more
direct approach: “Greed is sordid. Greed is depressing. Greed is

brutal. Greed is shocking. It reeks with good acting and wonder-

ful direction. . . . Director von Stroheim has emphasized the detail

of a sordid story until it becomes almost repulsive. It is the realism ‘
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Reporits:

If a contest were to be held to determine which
has been the filthiest, vilest, most putrid picture
in the history of the motion picture business, I
am sure Greed would walk away with the
honors. . .. I do not remember ever having seen
a picture in which an attempt was made to pass
as entertainment dead rats, sewers, filth, rotten
meat, persons with frightful looking teeth,
characters picking their noses, people holding
bones in their hands and eating like street dogs
or gorging on other food like pigs, 2 hero mur-
dering his wife and then shown with hands drip-
ping with blood; I have never in all my life seen

a picture in which all the principal characters
were people of the gutter and remained such to

the end. All these things and more are found in

Greed; they will turn inside-out the stomadl of
even a street cleaner.?

Another point of criticism centered on the length. Even
though von Stroheim had edited his ten-plus hour version down
to four hours and an unnamed editor had further pared it down to
two, critics found the film too long. The New York Times praised
the editing generally, but “the only pity is that they did not use the
scissors more generously in the beginning.”1° Robert Sherwood in
Life said, “Von Stroheim is a genius-Greed establishes that beyond
all doubt-but he is badly in need of a stopwatch.”1

There were a few voices of support for the film among con-
temporary critics, however. Matthew Josephson virtually revelled |
in what everyone else found repugnant: “Those deeply moving ex- g
periences which I demand of a great art that almost leaves w
and scars in the memory, come in fragments of ‘Greed,’ &lem: ;
Sh—ohexmsgreatpxdure.’!‘oseethismlilmmm he nig
one of those big storms on the Atlantic. ... Itv
terrible sensations of deep shadows and masse
movements that I got from ‘Greed.””12
p!amts about the smudgeé ﬂm




ture, namely a criticism of life. Most emphatical-
ly, there is and should be a place for a picture
like Greed.}>
Von Stroheim himself committed an act of criticism by dis-
‘owning the released version of the film and often claimed that he
would never stoop to see it, though there is plenty of evidence that
he did see it several times, even that he owned a print. Herman
Weinberg quotes von Stroheim, after seeing the released version,
as saying, “‘It was as if 2 man’s beloved was run over by a truck,
maimed beyond recognition. He goes to see her in the morgue. Of
course, he still loves her, but it’s only the memory of her that he
can love—because he doesn’t recognize her anymore.” ¢ The
director was also reported to have been at a press party to in-
augurate a season of his films at the National Film Theatre in 1953
with Greed as its prime attraction;!” and George Mitchell, in a let-
ter responding to William Everson’s tribute to von Stroheim in
Films in Review after his death, recalls a 1952 meeting with von
Stroheim, who invited him to a private screening of Greed in
Munich, a screening of the director’s own print. Mitchell also claims
that von Stroheim, while regretting the state of the released ver-
sion, “did not seem at all bitter about the way Greed had been cut
from more than 20 to 10 reels,”18
Much later criticism of the film centers on this issue of the
extent to which the cutting harmed or helped the film. Robert Her-
ring in 1930 admits the sudden transitions from Trina’s thrift to
her miserliness are disconcerting, but places blame more on von
Stroheim than the editor: “It is one of Stroheim’s faults that he
cannot select. His incidents rely for their effect not on significance
but on accumulation; if one of them goes, something goes from the
.whole film.”2® Joel Finler is most adamant about the devastating
effects of the cuts, calling the film a “mutilation” and excoriating
“the complete destruction of the original balance between the
realistic and naturalistic, and the weird, bizarre or subjective ele-
ments.”20 Most of the cuts are complete excisions of whole scenes
and of the Grannis/Baker and Maria/Zerkow subplots, so most
remaining scenes are intact. Nevertheless, Finler criticizes especial-
ly the excision of Mac and Trina’s happy life (“without this we can-
not fully appreciate the extent of their later degradation”?)) and
the sub-plots, especially since “a great strength of Stroheim’s direc-
tion is the interaction between major and minor characters.”22
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editing principle but on the piling up of detail

within the scenes. In the scenes themselves he

did everything that another director would do

by cutting; his continuity and story were within

the scene itself, and did not depend for meaning

upon a particular combination and organization

of shots. Details, action, and comment were

selected and brought into the camera’s scope

without any changing of shot Hence someone

else could edit von Stroheim’s films without

destroying the essential von Stroheim: the

edited version was not so effective as. the

original, but it was still powerful.?®

Perhaps the staunchest supporter of the cut version of Greed

is William K. Everson. In 1952, in his tribute after von Stroheim’s
death, he scolds both von Stroheim and everyone else who calls
the film a pathetic hack job:

Greed was cut with respect and care and its edit-

ing is masterly. It looks as though it had been

shot that way, and anyone ignorant of the film’s

history is not aware of gaps in story or con-

tinuity. The editing of Greed was not a job of ‘

slick condensation, or of covering-up for missing "

sequences. It was a creative work in itself. Critics b

are unanimous that Greed is a motion picture

masterpiece, and this judgment is based on the

“butchery” of this cutter, not on Stroheim’s

onginal conception or on all the footage he

shot.2®

Everson continues his caznpazgn to uphold the Md :

the MGM 10-reel version in his 1978 bo&kAmim M«
“The ten-reel version as released is definitely a m:
theme of Greed is concentrated in a ten-reel
would have been impossible in the
conce&ved. ‘ :




technique, not to mention their places in industry history. David

A Cook’s assessment in 2 general film history is typical:
Greed is a fragmentary masterpiece with vast
gaps in continuity bridged by lengthy titles, but
it is a2 masterpiece nonetheless. Because von
Stroheim was an original master of the long take
and built up his most powerful effects within
shots rather than editing between them, many .
of the film’s greatest sequences have survived in-
tact. Even as it stands, Greed is overwhelming
in its psychological intensity, for von Stroheim
used strikingly clear deepfocus photography
and 2 documentary-like mise- en-scene to total-
ly immerse us in the reality of the film. . .. In its
uncompromising depiction of degradation and
despair, it raises reality to the level of symbol
and asks profound questions about the nature
of human experience. 33

It seems the worst that can be said about the film is that
“Greed remains a laboratory experiment of the first importance-
valuable for its failures as well as its successes, and comprising a
virtual textbook on some of the formal issues that it raises.”>* This
“museum piece” attitude persists, and the film remains 2 document
more than a vital entertainment, seen only at occasional von
Stroheim revivals and under the scholar’s scrutiny.

The film’s career as a frequent resident of “greatest” film lists
also attests to its historical importance, though Koszarski notes its
susceptibility to the ebb and flow of critical and political fashion.3
As Koszarski summarizes,® the 1952 Brussels critics poll (or 1958
according to Weinberg and Finler) placed it seventh on its list of
“the best films of cinema history,” behind Chaplin, Eisenstein, and
Griffith. Ten years later, Sight and Sound renewed the poll, and
Greed was tied for fourth place, the top silent film on the list,

probably reflecting its current voguish martyrdom by Hollywood

studio system haters. Its importance 2s 2 symbol more than a work
of art is underscored by the poll’s insistence on the uncut Greed
as “the greatest silent film of all time,”” which of course nobody
voting had ever seen. By 1972, Greed disappeared entirely from
the list, not even among the 23 finalists. Greed had moved into a
new realm (Koszarski calls it meta-mﬁcal‘),notasoneof;he%est

e

like Peter Noble’s (1950)*° and Thomas Quinn Curtiss’ (1973)41
are largely anecdotal, though, and often unreliable. There hays
been several books in French on von Stroheim, but they invariab.
ly repeat the ideas and inaccuracies of Noble and Curtiss.42 Richarg
Koszarski’s recent book, The Man You Loved to Hale (1983) is ap
accurate and excellent, currently the best, source of information
on the film.

Until recently, though, very little critical analysis of the film
has been done outside of fleeting mentions in film histories. In
1953, Gavin Lambert attempted to bring eritical attention to von
Stroheim with an article entitled “Stroheim Revisited: The Missing
Third in the American Cinema;**® the section on Greed focuses on
the film’s social theme, its composition, and its imagery. In 1975,
Charles Wolfe attempted the same thing by devoting an entire ar-
ticle to Greed, “Resurrecting Greed,”* in which he attempted, like
Lambert, to assert the aesthetic importance of the film, this time
by exploring the relationships between the subjective and objective
in the film. Joel Finler's book Stroheim (1967) has a few analyti-
cal remarks, but it mostly focuses on determining what was left out
of the novel and changed from the novel in the adaptation process.
George Wead attempted another comparative study between novel
and film in 1977 with a chapter in The Classic American Novel
and the Movies,* but his analysis is marred by a limited under-
standing of Norris’s novel.

An increase in critical analysis of Greed has recently occurred
under the auspices of The Frank Norris Society with its sponsor-
ship of a panel on the film at The Florida State University’s annual :
film/literature conference in January of 1987. Three papers were A
presented: Leger Grindon’s “Word to Image: Composition and
Meaning in von Stroheim’s Greed,” Mary Lawlor’s “Searching for
Gold: The Place of Source in Greed and McTeague,” ;
K. Dean’s “The Flight of McTeague’s Soul-Bird: T
ces between Norris’s McTeague and von Str
Society also sponsored a screening

|
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Zelda Fitzgerald, Vladimer Nabokov and
James A. Michener: Three Opinions on

Frank Norris’s McTeague
Richard Allan Davison
University of Delaware

In most ways Zelda Fitzgerald, Vladimer Nabokov and James

A Michener are about as diverse a trio as one can imagine. They
had, however, at least two things in common: they were writers,
and they shared strong opinions about Frank Norris’s McTeague.
Evidently Zelda Fitzgerald chdn't share her husband Scott’s
enduring enthusiasm for McTeague.! In fact, her initial olfactory
impression was close to that of the contemporary reviewer who
suggested “A Study in Stinks” as an appropriate subtitle
Norris’s second published novel.? In 1920, she wrote to Scott:
And I love you so terribly that I'm goin

- “McTeague”but you may ha - 3
 corpse when i ﬁnish, :




cannot believe it. Do you know it?®
More recently James A. Michener expressed a far more posi-
tive view in clear agreement with the ever-growing majority report
that McTeague is indeed 2 minor classic, and perhaps Norris’s best
book, if not his wisest. In a 1981 letter he wrote:
I have testified several times to the great esteem
in which I hold the novel McTeague. It had a
powerful impression on me when [ read it as 2
young man and helped form the aesthetic bases
on which I judged novels, especially those writ-
ten about America.
My principal education in literature was
English and European, so that for me to find 2
strong American novel was important. I judged
McTeague to be as good as Gogol or Zola and
still do. His use of local setting, unusual charac-
ters and melodrama held within bounds was
most appealing. . . .
I reread McTeague two years ago in
preparation for 2 work which died before it got
started, and I saw once more all the strong points
which had attracted me in the first place. A good
novel of which we can be proud, and one well
worth reading by young aspirants today.$
Although McTeague is not without its unpleasant odors (part
of its unique attraction) and does clearly mix silliness with charm,
, the end result is much more deserving of Michener’s accolades then
K the brick bats that have intermittently assaulted it for over ninety
i years.

Notes

Ip Scott Fitzgerald’s enthusiasm for Frank Norris’s writings—in-
cluding McTeague, Vandover and the Brute and The Octopus—is
scattered throughout his letters from 1920 to less than a month
. before his death in 1940. Norris’s influence on Fitzgerald is clear-
b ly estzblished in such articles as Henry Dan Piper’s “Frank Norris
'l 2nd F. Scott Fitzgerald,” Huntington Library Quarterly, 19 (1955-

56), 393-400; Richard Astro’s “Vandover and The Beautiful and
Damned: A Search for Thematic and Stylistic Reinterpretation,”

HModern Fiction Studies, 14 (1968), 397413; and my °F. Scott -
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10(1983), 4054.

Society News

Joe McElrath

With issue No. 10 to appear shortly and a fifth anniversary !
of the Norris Society upon us, it appears time to take stock.

Frank Norris Studies. Since its first publication in the spring
of 1986, Frank Norris Studies has expanded from four pages to
eight to twelve, as a journal featuring substantive scholarly articles
and notes, reviews, and an annotated checklist of writings related
to Norris. Our articles are listed and described in the MLA Inter-
national Bibliography and thus enjoy visibility within the interna-
tional scholarly community. Thanks to the additional contributions
from members who have elected to become benefactors ($100),
patrons ($50), and sustaining members ($25), Studies will be able
to remain twelve pages in length with occasional expansions to six-
teen. In future issues, “Society News” will become a regular fea-
ture.

Meetings at Conferences. Since the Society’s organizational
meeting in Chicago in December, 1985, we have arranged eight or-
ganized meetings at which papers focusing on Norris and related
literary figures have been delivered and discussed. Those who have
made one or more presentations include Benjamin F. Fisher, IV, = |
Lee Clark Mitchell, Earle Labor, Stephen Brennan, S.S. Moorty, el
Jesse S. Crisler, Don L. Cook, Robert Newman, James R. Giles, Mary
Lawlor, Joseph R. McElrath, Jr., Thomas K. Dean, Edwin Haviland
Miller, Richard Allan Davison, Charles L. Crow, Barbara Hochman,
Donald Pizer, and James L. Nagel. @

The American Literature Association. While the Society may
in the future sponsor meetings (“special sessions”) at the Modern
Language Association’s annual conventions in late W
“home organization” for its formal annual me
American Literature Association. Organized by Alfred
California State University, Los Angeles, the A
of discrete individual-author societies like ours.
sors its own sessionsat .
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