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ABSTRACT

This study is an introduction
to the complete Norris, not merely the

pioneer among writers of naturalistic

fiction, but that Frank Norris who was
the author of all sorts of stories, and
who, although he was a novelist by trade,

was .& poet at heart.
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INTRODUCTION

It's Lifé that we want, the vigorous, real thing,
not the curious weaving of words and the polish
of literary finish. Damn the "style" of a story,
so leng as we get the swing and rush and trample
of the things that live.l

Frank Norris was a pioneer among American writers in the natural-
istic tradition.s He portrayed in his writings those concepts of .life
and the image of man derived from theories of evolution and socio-eco-
nomic¢ determinism; he ascribed to the naturalistic formule developed by
ihﬁle Zolae. However, the critic or student who evaluates Norris as a
naturalistic writer per se uses only superficial judgment. Norris is
more than a naturslist; he is. a romanticist and a realist. At times he
combineg all of these modes of expression in one manuscript, and tells
his story with an impressive disregard for traditional form and style
of writing.

As indicated in the introductory quotation, Norris aimed at an
art beyond ordinary literary expression. He sought something better
than photographic reconstruction and anatomical dissection. He tried
to capture the mood and color of reality that he might render in simple,
Sincere language the heart's heart of Man, unchanged th;oughout Time,

unaltered by circumstance, custom or costume., Like Pygmalion, he hoped

that his art would become enlivened, and to this end he dipped his pen

¥Frank Norris, *An Opening for Novelists," Collected Writings
(Vole X of Frank Norris, Collected Works. 10 Vols.; New York, 1928),
Pe. xii. This reference appears as Works in following footnote material.
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into the inks of all literary schools.
In addition to considering these factors, a study of Norris must
come to terms with an accumulation of heterogeneous critical opinions.

Typical of these are the following: Bernard Smith calls Norris the last

of the militant realists;2 Lewisohn describes him as first among Ameri-

can naturalistic writer_s;j Erpnest Peixotto refers to him as avant-gsrdist:

among American realists but a romanticist at heart;“ Van Doren says he was
a "leader in the little movement to continentalize émerican letters."5
Grattan comments on the 1928 edition of the collected works of Norris as

a pious but futile gesture, and adds that the books, McTeague, Vandover

and the Brute, and The Octopus are "imbedded in a mass of what must be

called trash."6 William Dean Howells anticipated this reaction to Norris

TP AR AR Lo o a3

when he commented on his work in 1902.  Howells shifts the focal point of
his assertion from the content of Norris's books to the inner meanings of

the stories. "There will never come a day," he wrote, "when criticism

will be of one mind about him, when he will be no longer a gquestion and

will have become a conclusion. . . « He will live as a question, as a

TN AR AL A S,

dispute, an affair of inextinguishable debate; for the two principles of

2Bernard Smith, Forces in American €riticism (New York, 1939), p. 18.4.

3Ludwig Lewisohn, Story of American Literature . (New York, 1939),
De 322. v

i
uErnest Peixotto, "Romanticist under the Skin,"™ Saturday Review
of Literature, IX (May 27, 1933), pp. 613-15.

5Carl Van Doren, The American Novel (New York, 1927), pe 260.

60. Hartley Gratten, "Review," The Netion, Vol. 135, (November 20,
1932), pp. 535-36.
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3
the human mind, the love of the natural and the love of the unnatural,
the real and the wunreal, the truthful and the fanciful, are inalienable
and incies-t:ruc:‘cible.":7

The fusion of romance and reality in Norris's writing does stimu~
late critical debatepand at the same time it stirs the imagination. If
one is to discover the answer to what Norris wes saying it must be found
in the itotality of his work, the product of the twelve years of his
writing.

Norris's first manuscripts were medieval romances in verse and
prose forms. He began writing short stories on numerous subjects, in
many modes of expression. He wrote news articles, reviews, essays, and
interviews. He completed seven novels. Norris began his career as an
artist to whom literary expression was embellishment or annotation for
his sketches. He became a journalist, a sports editor, a travel com-
mentator, a war correspondent, a publisher's reader, a columnist and
critic, a free lance writer and full-fledged author.

The purpose of this study is to follow the course of this career
and consider it "in transite.®™ The conclusion will then become the eval-

vation of Norris, the author and his accomplishmentse

7William Dean Howells, "Frank Norris," North American Review, Vol. 175
(December, 1902), p. 769-78.
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CHAPTER I
EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION

_ Happiness in this world is being
able to devote all your time to the work
you love; nothing else matters.

Frank Norris was born in Chicago on March 5, 1870. He was
christened Benjamin Frenklin, Junior, son of B. F. and Gertrude D.
Norris. Theirs was the life of an American family grown wealthy dur-
ing the post waf'yeafs of expansion and préSperity. They enjoyed socisl
position and inddlgedltheir tastes in elegent appointments for their
home on Michigan Avenue. Frank attended‘private échools, developed an
aptitude for draﬁing,“went to the opera with his parents, mingled with
their friends from business and theatrical circles. His mother tahght
him to enjoy li%eratureefy reading aloud to him evéry daye Usually,
she.selectedvpéssages from her favorite authors: Dickens, Scott,
Mefedith or Browninge. When Frank was eight years old his parents took
him abroad with them for the "grand tour® of Europe.

In.1884 Mr. Norris édld his jewelry.buSiness‘in Chicago end moved
his family to Sah Francisco; There were two other sons by then: Lester
who was born in 1879 end Charles Gilman, born in 1881. Established in a
handsome home in a fashionable neighborhddd,'the Norrises resumed their

active civic, cultural and social affairs. Mr. Norris opened a wholesale

8Ebénk Norris, as quoted by Charles G. Norris, in Frank Norris of
The Wave, Oscar Lewis, editor. (San Francisco, 1931), "Foreword."'" The
pages of the "Foreword" are not numbered.
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5
jewelry firm, invested in rental properties and real estete. Mrs. Norris
saw to the transferring of the family®s membership to the nearby Episco-
palian church, formed the proper social and cultural associations, end
formed a Browning Club. Frank was enrolled in Belmont Academy, a pri;
vate boarding school for boys in nearby San Mateo.

During his second year at the academy, Frank received a broken arm
during a football games He was sent home to recuperate and decided to
take art lessons to relieve the monotony of his convalescence, A tutor,
Virgil Williams, was engaged. His progress and talent so encouraged him
that he de¢ided upon art as a career. When he could have returned to
Belmont, he chose instead to remsin in the city to be near his art
teacher., He finished his year at the local high school and supplemented
his private lessons with classes at the San'Franéiscé Art Association.

At the art academy Frank met Ernest Peixotto. The two became fast
friends, an association that would continue fhfbughout their lifetimes.
Their favorite pastime was to walk about the countryside, sketching bits
& scenery and animals. The old presidio was a vantege point for the
aspiring young artists. They could énjoy'the comfortable surroundings
and sketch the spirited horses that belonged to fbé cavalry offiders sta-
tioned at the military reservation. Numerous reminders of Spanish colo-
nial days remained in the old missions end haciendas. They liked‘fo hear
0ld legends of past pageaentry, romance end intrigue."ihe impréssioﬁé
made by these experiences would be recreated years later in fhe iiterary

and artistic work of both youths. Each dreemed of being able to go to
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Paris and study art.

| Sometimes dreams do come to pass, as Frank;s dide He went to
Paris in 1887 and studied under the famous painters, Bougereau and Lef-
abvre, at the Atelier Julien. »His parents and younger brother, Charles,
accompanied,him.pn his vqyage, the other brother, lester, hgving died
shortly beforeltheir departure. Sensing the loneliness of the little
Charles, then aged six, Frank spent a major share of his spare time
with him._ He invented exciting tales to enliven their piay with toy
soldiers. He made detailed drefts of battlefields, concocted pléts

filled with intrigue and colorful drametis personae. He utilized his

new‘interest in medieval history to bring the romance of chivalry into
his make-believe,

Charles mentioned these games in biographicel accounts of his
brother)and Frank dedicated his last pook, gbg Pit, with the following
inseription: "To my‘brother. Charles Gilman Norris, in memory of certain
lamentable tales of the round (dining-roam)_table heroes of the epic of
the pewter platoons, and the romance of 'Gaston Le Fox' which we inven-
ted, maintained and found marvelous when we were both boys."9

When his femily returned to San Francisco Frank continued the
illustrated stories by lettef, Thus he begen his literary career. In
the beginning his stories were after-thoughts of his art and play for a
little boy. Frapk was not the_first young artist to beguile himself with
the witchery of his inventiveness, to yield to the delight of an enchanted

listener. From the beginning of story, the artist has been enspirited by

9Frank Norris, The Pit,(Vol. IX of Works), p. Ve
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7
his patron's epplause, "the steady wind that fans the fire of his creative
ability."10

Ernest Peixotto came to Parisg during the autumn months and began

lessons at Julien's., He and Frank made sketching tours of the art gal-
leries and museums, learning the background of medieval life. They de-
veloped an enthusiasm for ermor and ancient costume. Frank filled note-
books with sketches of castles, knights and weapons. He pursued his in-
terest in research through o©ld records, especially Froissart's Chronicles.
His first full-scale canvas was an enormous scene from the Battle of Crecy.
He barely finished the charcoal sketch, however, when his interest waned
and he abandoned the pro ject.

At home, Mr. Norris discovered the éontents of the numerous long
letters Frank was writing to Charles. He considered them ut£er trivia
and cabled his elder son to return home &t once. Frank gave his art sup-
plies to Ernest and left for San Francisco.

During the early months of 1890, Frank studied in preparation for
college entrance exams. He continued to sketch and write. One article,
"Clothes of Steel," was printed in The San Franciscc Chronicle, but a long

J

romance entitled Robert d'Artois was rejected by several publishers. The

latter was a rambling, immature manuscript and was never published. As a
complement to a series of sketches, Frank composed a medieval ballad en-
titled, Yvernelle. This was published later, and is his first important

literary worke.

10Mazo de la Roche, Ringing the Changes (Boston, 1957), pe 113.
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Frank passed his entrance examinations and enrolled at the Uni-
versity of California with English and French as his major studies. He
was & popular, if not a scholarly, student. He joined a fraternity, sup-
ported literary and dramatic groups, wrote for all the college publica-
tions. He served as historian of his classes for seversl vears, and was
art editor for the annual. Stories and illustrations appeared in local
magazines and newspapers.

In 189A-Mr. gznd Mrs. Norris were divorced so that Mr. Norris
might remarry. The break up of the family brought Frank to a cross-~
road in his life. He was forced to decide upon the future course cf his
work. He had not been successful in his school work because he had not
made passing grades in subjects required for graduvetion. He was not es-~
tablished as an artist or writer. He could accept a job in his fetherts
jewelry firm, and this would insure him of an adequate income. However,
Frank did not wish to work 2zt a business ceareer, especially with his
father. They did not get along too well, and Mr. Norris was bitterly op-
posed to Frank's writing. The artistic young man and his stern, practi-
cal father seemed to have no common meeting ground.

Mrs. Norris disapproved of the type of stories Frank wrote end
offered him no encouragement. On the other hand, Jack Cosgrave, editor of
The Wave, had bought several stories from him and strongly urged him to
devote his time to writing.

Frank's decision was not easy. It took real courage. "From rags

to riches" became "from riches to rags" and far from a dramatic plot in
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his life story. ZFrank's only assets were his faith in himself, Cos-
gravels encouragement, and a few successful stories.

Yvernelle was published in 1891 by Lippincott and Company.
It was a medieval ballad composed as an embellishment for a group of
sketches of knights and fair ladies, The publishers agreed to publish
it on the condition that the art work be replaced at the author'’s ex-
pense. Mrs. Norris undertook this and paid several well-known artists
the sum of $400.00 to re-illustrate her son's book of poetry. It ap-
peared in a handsome white and gold binding, was never widely circulated
nor was it ever considered other than a minor work of its youthful author.

Yvernelle consists of an"introductioﬁ and three cantos. The struc-
ture is generally'consistent although verse-lengths serve the story
rather than fit a traditionzl framework. The rhyme écheme is "a,b, a,b,”
with ten-syllable lines in the introduction and eight-syllable lines ih
the «cantos.

The introduction is nof an explaﬁation of the story which follows.
It embodies an entirely éeparate idea, the idea that evil has a long his-
tory; romance and chivalry periéhed with the last of the knights-errant,
Evil continues today in the role of the "modern moneyed lord" with his
gold, machinery and power. (This certainly was not calculated to win his
father's affection.) o

Cantd One begins in a faréwell speech of the Spaﬁish siren Guhal-
drada to Sir Caverlaye of Voysvenel. Shé woes the knight with sweet
speeches, ig an effo;t to rekindle his love for hgr. She had once so be-

witched him thst he forgot his mission and his own true love, the fair
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10
Yvernelle of Francee. :when Guhaldrada cannot persuade him sweetly, she
utters a dreadful curse, "drear as the pall that sheets the dead,” upon
her whom next he kisses.

Sir Caverlaye rides back to'Touraine and the blue hills of Voys-
venel. When he meets Yvernelle and her guardian, Sir Raguenel, he shocks
them with his cold manner. The oldlknight is insulted by this lack of
affection toward the lady and challenges him to a duel. 7The young knight
refuses the gauntlet and will not explain. Sir Raguenel takes Yvernelle
away as she in anguish calls out to her lover:

0 life, 0 love, O joys that swell

Iove's trusting heart, farewell! farewelll
love's little day its course hath run --
O my beloved, I wait,
‘s « . calm, trusting, and serene.ll

Canto Two relates the sorrowful wandering of Sir Caverlaye. He
performs knightly deeds, trying to win some measure of release from the
dreadful curse., One day hé met the Wyvern Knight in search of the vile
wretch who betrayed his sister, Guhaldrada. Théy engage in a battle to
the death. Guhaldrada appears and her treachery is discovered. The
Wyvern Knight dies, Guhaldrada kisses Sir Caverlaye and becomes the vic-
tim of her own curse,'“diéowned, dishonéred, and despised."

In Canto Three, Caverlaye goes'td.find Yvernelle éna‘explain all
that has happened. He learné fhat she has enteqed.a convent and will

take her vows that very night'at‘midnight;‘ Caverlaye mountsvhis steed,

llFrankiNorris, Yvernelle (Vols VI of Works), pe. 267.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



11
the noble Bayérd, to ride to the rescue. The gallant horse gives his best
for his master, falling in one last impo®msible leap across the final bar-
rier, a flooded river. Caverlaye runs from there to the convent, arriving
as the bells begin to toll the midnight hour. The two lovers are reunited.
Bayard revives to bear his brave master *through full many a bloody fray®
and the idyllic love story of Yvernelle and Caverlaye becomes a favorite
legend of the people.

Yvernelle is reviewed for several reasons. It is Norris's first
published work. It identifies the romantic interests of its author and
déemonstrates that his interpretation of romance was in keeping with the
mode of expression used in his times. It reveals his familiarity with
economic determinism, an element which would overbalance the romantic con-
tent in later stories. ?he'following guotetion, taken from the introduc-
tion of the poem, illustrates the author's viewpoint:

For misery is the same in ev'ry age;
Oppression, famine, poverty, and strife

Ground down the Pharoash's swart vassalage
E'en as with us they grind the humbler life.

L] e . L] L] . . L3 . . . . . . . - . . L] ° L] .

The feudal baron yet remains to-day,

But changed inté the modern moneyed lord,
S+till o'er the people holds more cruel sway,

"But 'tis with hoarded gold and not with sword.

Still do his vassals feel his iron heel,
His power awes--his government alarms;

Still rings the world with sounds of clashing steel:
'Tis of machinery and not of arms.l2

This is doubly‘important to the analysis of Norris's author-viewpoint

lglhié-. PPe 249=51,
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ibecause the introduction hes neither siructural nor interpretative con-

5

nection with the story of the ballad. It is a somewhat vague apostrophe
hich elaborates its first line; "The evil men do lives aftef them.”

In 1901 the narrative of YVerneile feaﬁpéared in prose form in the
-short stor&, "The Riding of Felipe.™ Norris reconstructed the exact plot
in a colonial California setting with*aristocratic cheracters of Spanish
blood, No incident is changed; the tempo éeéms ﬁore dramatic in the sec~
ond version. None of the mystery or romance of thevtale is leséened. To
point out that "The Ridiﬁg of Felipém appééred'in priﬁt after the publi-
.cation of McTezgue and long after Norris had written meny works in strict
naturalistic mode aads weight to the opinion‘thét its author was both a
romanticist.and a realist. .

"Le Jongleur de Taillebbis" wes the second of Norris's works to

be published. It appeared in the Christmas Issue, 1891, of The Weve. It
5€was illustrated by Ernést Peixotto, who had returned from Paris for a
short visit in San Francisco., Although its setting is in Englénd during
the Nérman conquest and_itS~characteré are knights, ité stbry is Darwin-
istie-Freudianism. Amelot, the main character,:was atprofessional soldier
but governed himself by the high ideals Qf'knighthood. That is; for ap-
pearance's sake, he assuméd the chivelric code of conduct. The story be-
i zean during 2 battle in which Amelot mortally wounds an opponents He
ﬁatches the death struggles of the dying knight with masochistic delight.
fe is reminded of his childhood when he had tortured his pets in the same

éfashion. The brute in the inner man lay close to the thin veneer of the
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13
outer trappipgs of knighthood. |

Amelot buried the body to hide.his crime)but he had unconscibusly
invoked a curse upon himself through his fiendish and unchivalrous behsv-
ior. Relentlessly and with Aeschuylean finality? the curse dogs his
heels until it destroys him.

Norris's interpretation of romance in *Le Jongleur" appears only
in technical deteils of setting and incidental description. Brutality
{_occupies center stage. "le Jongleur de Taillebois”13 is not well written,
and its sophomoric expression detracts from its story.

14

The third in this triptych of primitive romances is "Lauth,® a

1 short story which appeared in The Overland Monthly in March, 1893,
Lauth, a youthful warrior of the. twelfth century is described as he goes
into battle for the first time. He discovers he can kill and a sense of
povwer changes him into a maniacal killer,

In an instant a mighty flame of blood lust thrilled up
through all Lauth®s body and mind. At the sight of blood shed by
his own hands all the animal savagery latent in every human being
woke within him--no more merciful scruples nowe. He could kill.

In the twinkling of an eye the pale, highly cultivated scholar,
whose life had been passed in the study of science and abstruse
questions of philosophy, sank back to the level of his savage Cel-
tic ancestors. His eyes glittered, he moistened his lips with the
tip of his tongue, and his whole frame quivered with_ the eager-
ness and craving of a panther in sight of his prey.

This is the genesis of McTeague and Véndovef, the later full-scale

characters of Norris's naturalistic novels. It is the pattern he would

lBCollected Writings, (Vol. X of Works), pp. 3-20.

14 . .
l‘Ibld., pp. 115-148. B1pia., p. 119.

, ————
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1y
use to portray the baseness in Man andathe ease with which that base-
ness could destroy all that Man struggled to make of himself.

Lauth died in the battle that dey. Jacguemart de Chavannes and
associates, doctors, experimented.with.his body using sheep's blood in
transfusion.and artificigl.respiration to restore its life. Gradually,
Lauthrreéaiﬁéd‘his former habits of mind and body, but not for long. He
suffered a peculiar ;elapse and cried out one day, in a fearful voice,

*This is not I; where am I? For God'snsake. tell me where I am!“.l6

From then on his body began to decay. For a while he snarled
and behaved like an ape. His body took on the appearance qf én animal.
It changed 1nto some lower form,. Alérab? Who knows? It "scuttled"‘
under its bed. It lost 1ts senses; but still it 1ived. The limbs and
features dissolved into a horrlble shapeless mass., It lived as proto-
zoa until tﬁe last feeble spark’of life disappeafed. The thing died.

Chavannes was diséppointed that his experiment failed. Anselm,
an associate, explégﬁed why: "™Life éénnot exist ﬁithéut the soﬁl--
Lauth died. You found means to cgll back life; you could not recall
the E:or.x]‘.."‘17 | |

Without hls soul man degenerates 1nto a brute; and the.dlffer-
ence between the‘most brutlsh man and the most human brute is the Soul.
Lauth's devolutlon 1nto prlmordlal slime was conditioned by the removal

of his soul as the controlllng factor. By 1895 author and hero would

?6Ibid.. p. 143.

Ypid., p. 146.
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