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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"There are three things every man, by virtue of his sex, must know 

all about, and must never under any circumstances be afraid of," said 

young Frank Norris. "These are firearms, women, and horses."^ Norris' 

fascination with firearms and horses is of little interest to anyone but 

the biographers, as neither of the two appears frequently in his 

fiction. The major role that women play in his novels, however, makes 

his attitude toward the opposite sex a question for serious study. 

Surprisingly little criticism has been focused on Norris' female 

characters. Most of that which has been written about his heroines 

deals with the title characters of his three "popular" novels, Moran of 

the Lady Letty, Blix, and A Man's Woman. The reason for this pre

occupation is easily understood, for these three women are radically 

different from any previous heroines of fiction. So much alike that 

they are often discussed as though they were a single character (Norris' 

"New Woman"), each is physically large, a woman of action rather than 

thought or sentiment, and in each case she makes a "real man" out of the 

male protagonist through her strength of character (or, in Moran's case, 

her physical strength). These strong women are a far cry from the fair 

and fainting damsels of the sentimental novel of a century earlier. 

Norris' enthusiastic portrayal of robust women battling life's adver

sities side by side with their men becomes, at times, so overdone that 

Franklin Walker, Frank Norris; A Biography (Garden City: Double-
day, Doran, 1932), pp. 46-4?. 



few critics have been able to resist a sardonic comment on what Kenneth 

2 
Lynn has referred to as the male protagonists' "gigantic female pals." 

This tendency to focus on the "popular" heroines while disregarding 

Norris' other female characters is understandable, but it is also 

unfortunate, not only because the "popular" novels are the poorest of 

Norris' works, but because the "popular" heroines are not truly repre

sentative of all Norris' female characters. Most scholars seem to 

agree, for example, with Warren French's evaluation of Norris' feelings 

3 
about woman's role: she is to be an "ennobling influence" on the male 

protagonist. Moran, Blix, and Lloyd Searight of A Man's Woman do indeed 

strengthen and improve the men they love, as does Hilma Tree in The 

Octopus. McTeague's Trina and Vandover's Ida, however, are as much 

responsible for the downfall of the male protagonists as any of the 

hereditary and environmental factors which operate in these two natural

istic novels. Laura Jadwin of The Pit, although she has the potential 

for strengthening and ennobling her husband, does not do so; it is 

Jadwin's financial failure, rather than any of Laura's efforts, which 

forces him to give up his self-destructive speculating in the wheat pit. 

Scholars have also shown a fascination with Norris' tendency to give 

his heroines masculine names and physiques, which Donald Pizer feels is 

symbolic of their masculine force. This is obviously true in the case 

Kenneth S. Lynn, Dream of Success: A Study of the Modem American 
Imagination (Boston: Little, Brown, 1955T. P. 18^. 

barren French, Frank Norris (New York: Twayne, 1962), p. 8?. 

Donald Pizer, "The Masculine-Feminine Ethic in Frank Norris' 
Popular Novels," Texas Studies in Literature and Language, VI (1964), 
89. 
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of Moran, Blix, and Lloyd, but one should not overlook that the charac

ters of Hilma Tree and Angele Varian of The Octopus are the epitome of 

voluptuous womanhood. It has also been pointed out by Ernest Marchand 

and others that Norris' women are often "'chums,' 'pals,' the companions 

of men" rather than romantic love objects, and this, together with 

their masculine characteristics, has led to the generalization that 

Norris was somewhat prudish concerning female sexuality. There is 

doubtless some truth to this, but Norris' portrayal of Trina's sexual 

awakening and the development of her masochism, although merely sug

gested and not discussed explicitly, was surely a dairing step toward the 

recognition in fiction that women as well as men have sexual feelings, 

sometimes rather bizarre ones. The bedroom scene with Trina and her 

gold pieces must have been responsible for a great deal of the public 

outrage stirred up by McTeague. 

It becomes obvious, then, that it is a serious error to make any 

kind of generalization about "Norris' women." What is applicable to one 

heroine may be totally inaccurate when applied to another. One reason 

for the variety to be found ajnong Norris' female characters is the 

number of diverse influences which affected the creation of his heroines. 

Norris, a young writer still experimenting with different types of 

fiction (naturalism, romajice, the epic novel) when he died at the age of 

thirty-two, drew the models for his women from a variety of sources. He 

was influenced to some extent by the stereotype of woman that can be 

^Ernest Marchand, Frank Norris: A Study (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press. 1942), p. 118. 



found in most nineteenth-century novels, but he was also influenced by 

the "new woman," the emancipated woman who was emerging in Americaji 

society around the turn of the century. Norris' own mother was one of 

these women, as was his wife, Jeannette Black, and these two becajne 

models for Laura in The Pit and Travis Bessemer in Blix. In addition, 

as Lars Ahnebrink has pointed out, Norris was influenced strongly by the 

writings of Zola, Huysmans, Turgenev, and Ibsen.'̂  

Besides the various models available to Norris in American and 

European fiction and in his own life, there was yet another element 

which shaped the female characters in his novels. It is to Norris' 

credit as a novelist that his heroines are in each case fashioned in 

such a way as to define and ajaplify his central purpose in each of the 

novels. Although, as W. M. Frohock points out, Norris' women are 
Q 

usually kept in auxiliary roles, the roles they play are indispensable 

to the effective communication of the theme of each of the novels. Even 

in The Octopus, Hilma and Angele do not appear merely as the love 

interest in romantic subplots; they are symbolic of the life/death cycle 

Itself and thereby an integral part of the wheat theme. 

The seven novels that Norris completed during his short lifetime 

fall naturally into three categories: Vandover and the Brute and 

It is possible that his idealization of women in Blix and some of 
the other novels was derived in part from his early enthusiasm for the 
Middle Ages, evident in the medieval poems and tales he wrote during his 
student days, most notably Yvernelle. 

'̂ Lars Ahnebrink, The Beginnings of Naturalism in American Fiction 
(Upsala, Sweden: Upsala University Press, 1930), pp. 277-381. 

^ . M. Frohock, Frank Norris (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1969), p. 40. 
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McTeague are Norris' contribution to American naturalism; Moran of the 

Lady Letty, Blix, and A Man's Woman are romantic novels dealing with the 

theme of male-female relationships; The Octopus and The Pit are the 

first two of what was intended to be aji epic trilogy about the growing, 

marketing, and distribution of wheat. 

In Vandover and the Brute the female characters are stereotypes and 

play only a small part in the novel. They are presented as environ

mental influences on the protagonist. Turner Ravis is the Good Girl who 

might have saved Vandover from himself had society not dictated that she 

turn from him after Ida's suicide. Ida is the Fast Girl whose pregnancy 

and subsequent suicide maJce Vandover an outcast from society. Flossie 

is the Fallen Woman who contributes to Vandover's moral decay and per

haps to his physical deterioration, since it is suggested that she may 

have given him a venereal disease. In McTeague, a much finer novel than 

Vandover, Trina not only contributes to McTeague's degeneration, but she 

herself deteriorates mentally and physically, a victim of the natural

istic forces of heredity, environment, and chance. Norris' character

ization of Trina has earned her the title of "First Lady of American 

Q 

Literary Naturalism,"^ above Crane's Maggie, Dreiser's Sister Carrie, or 

Garland's Rose of Dutcher's Coolly. 

As mentioned above, the women in Norris* "popular" novels are some 

of the most unusual characters in American fiction. In these novels, 

Norris was concerned with defining the proper relationship between a man 

^John S. Hill, "Trina Sieppe: First Lady of American Literary 
Naturalism," University of Kansas City Review, XXIX (October 1962) 
77-80. 



and his woman, and Norris' conception of a "man's woman" was different 

from any before or any since. This does not mean, however, that he was 

able to escape entirely the typical Victorian view of woman as a crea

ture a little lower than the angels, but a little higher than man. 

Donald Pizer says. 

His themes of man as primitivistic conqueror and woman as 
reservoir of moral purity and strength take on much of their 
coloration from nineteenth-century social beliefs, particularly 
those which allotted unequal portions of the animal and spirit 
to man and woman. There is much in Norris of that nineteenth-
century tendency to substitute woman for Christ as the hope and 
salvation of fallen man.^O 

At the same time, however, as Franklin Walker records, Norris was 

impressed with "a change in American society during which many women, 

relieved of their heavier duties in the home, turned their liberated 

energy to the furthering of activities and 'movements' in the realms of 

education, politics, and culture." Warren French's comment on the 

"popular" novels affirms that Norris admired those liberated women. 

All three are concerned with forceful women who revolt against 
the frustrating inhibitions of conventional society. Since 
Norris is sympathetic with the rebels, his novels at first 
seem contributions to the movement that was growing rapidly 
during his lifetime to grant equal rights to women.^2 

Thus the *'popular" heroines are an odd mixture of the down-to-earth 

emancipated woman and the old-fashioned girl on a pedestal, a mixture 

Norris evidently found enormously attractive. 

The first novel in Norris' "wheat trilogy" The Octopus, is 

^^Pizer, "The Masculine-Feminine Ethic," p. 90. 

^^Walker, p. 44. 

French, p. 87. 
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considered by many to be his greatest. The story of the California 

wheat growers' struggle against the clutching tentacles of the railroad 

has a far greater scope than any of his other works, and here Norris is 

successful in achieving the epic quality he envisioned for his trilogy. 

The two important female characters, Hilma Tree and Angele Varian, 

appear only in subplots, but as Leonard Lutwack has pointed out in his 

Heroic Fiction, they are presented in such a way as to resemble mytho

logical goddesses in the Homeric tradition. -̂  They not only help to 

impart the epic quality to the novel, they represent variations on the 

theme of life, death, and rebirth for which the wheat itself is the 

central image. Hilma is an earth goddess symbolizing light, life, and 

fertility. Angele, or Angele's daughter (they appear as a single person 

to Angele's lover Vanamee as well as to the reader), is the goddess of 

death and rebirth, the completion of the life cycle. 

The second novel in the wheat trilogy. The Pit, is vastly different 

from the first. The story of Curtis Jadwin's attempt to corner the 

wheat market has none of the epic quality of the ranchers' struggle in 

The Octopus. Norris, at times, seems to forget about the wheat entirely 

and focuses instead upon the unhappy marriage between Jadwin and his 

wife, Laura. The usual opinion among critics is that the love story 

detracts from and weakens the wheat theme, and therefore The Pit is 

usually regarded as a failure. It was, nevertheless, an Immensely 

popular novel and even became the basis for a long-running Broadway 

-TJeonard Lutwack, Heroic Fiction: The Epic Tradition and American 
Novels of the Twentieth Century (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1971), pp. 26-39. 
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play. Tlie key to both the artistic failure and the popular success of 

the novel is in the character of Laura Jadwin. Neither stereotype nor 

symbol, neither a man's angel nor his devil, Laura is Norris' first 

fully developed female character, a person in her own right, with both 

admirable traits and weaknesses in her character. While The Pit itself 

may be a disappointing finale to Norris* brief career, the character of 

Laura gives the student of women in literature reason to wish his career 

had been longer. 



CHAPTER II 

THE NATURALISTIC NOVELS 

Norris* earliest novels, Vandover and the Brute and McTeague. were 

strongly naturalistic, so much so that Norris thereafter became fond of 

referring to himself as "the boy Zola." Although McTeague was not pub

lished until 1899 and Vandover did not appear until 1914, twelve years 

after Norris* death, most of the writing of both novels took place 

during his year at Harvard in Lewis Gates*s creative writing class. 

There has been, in the past, some confusion about which of the novels is 

actually Norris* first, but Donald Pizer, after examining Norris* extant 

Harvard themes, has concluded that Vandover was probably begun in the 

fall of 1894 and finished by the spring of the next year, whereas 

McTeague, although it was probably conceived in 1893 (its central inci

dent being based upon a murder which occurred in October, 1893), was not 

given much work until the spring of 1895, sund. was not completed until 

late 1897.^ 

Still more confusion exists surrounding Vandover's completeness or 

incompleteness. In the foreword to the novel, Frank*s brother, Charles 

G. Norris, suggests that Vandover is little more than a rough draft 

2 

which Frank had shelved for later revision. Franklin Walker records 

that Charles Norris himself cut out an entire chapter, as well as a 

number of objectionable expressions, and added about five thousand words 

Donald Pizer, The Novels of Frank Norris (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1966), pp. 27-28. 

2 
Frank Norris, The Complete Edition of Frank Norris, 10 vols. 

(Garden City: Doubleday, Doran, 1928), V, p. vii. 
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to the manuscript before it was publishable.^ Pizer, however, maintains 

that Charles Norris' contribution has been greatly overestimated and 

that Frank's early submission of the novel to at least two publishers 

(although it was rejected) indicates that it was in finished form in 

1895.^ 

The explanation for so many scholars' easy acceptance of Vandover as 

an unfinished novel lies in their observation that, despite the bril

liance with which Norris details the disintegration of Vandover, the 

Harvard gentleman, to a dull, unthinking brute who at times actually 

imagines himself to be a wolf and paces back and forth in his room on 

all fours, the novel contains serious flaws in form and structure. One 

of the most obvious problems is the way in which the female characters 

enter the story and establish their relationships with Vandover, then 

disappear from the novel completely, never having been fully developed. 

Since each of the three women exerts a significant and different type of 

influence upon Vandover's character, it may well be that Norris' failure 

to develop the complexities of the relationships between his protagonist 

and his women is responsible to a great extent for the flaw most often 

cited by critics, which Franklin Walker sums up as "insufficient 

motivation of Vandover's downfall.' Although the female characters 

remain two-dimensional stereotypes, they have significance for this 

study for three reasons: the good or bad influence of a woman upon a 

\ a l k e r , pp. 100-01. 
4 Pizer, Novels, p. 33. 

t a l k e r , p. 98. 

file:///alker
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male protagonist becomes a major theme in all of Norris' later novels 

except The Pit; the characters of Turner and Flossie will later appear 

as a composite character, Norris' "New Woman"; and, although Norris 

falls victim to the Victorian fallacy of dividing women into two groups, 

the virtuous and the fallen, his obvious ambiguity toward the fadlen 

women foreshadows changing attitudes toward female sexuality in litera

ture. 

The virtuous woman in Vandover is Turner Ravis. Vandover is not 

seriously in love with her, but "he was still very fond of her; she was 

a frank, sweet-tempered girl and very pretty, and it was delightful to 

have her care for him." She does care for him, very much, and he is 

sure of her love because "she was too sincere, too frank, too con-

7 

scientious to practise any deception on him." Vandover, however, 

deceives her into thinking they are engaged, thereby insuring her faith

fulness to him, even though he knows that his friend Dolly Haight is 

sincerely in love with her and would treat her far better than he. This 

early indication of a weaJaiess in Vandover's character foreshadows his 

later degeneration. Symbolic of the moral distance between Turner and 

Vandover is the incident in which the two sit side by side in church on 

Sunday morning, she devout and worshipfxil, he almost overcome with 

nausea and exhaustion from a night of drunken debauchery. 

We see little of Turner after she has been presented as a moral 

yardstick by which Vandover's shrinking ethics can be measured. He 

Complete Edition, V, p. 29. 

^Complete Edition, V, p. 30. 
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continues without her on the proverbial road to ruin, drinking, gambling, 

and consorting with loose women. He still takes for granted Turner's 

faithfulness, while he frequents houses of ill repute and even goes so 

far as to seduce a middle-class virgin, Ida Wade. When Ida commits 

suicide and Vandover is ostracized by decent society. Turner, being a 

decent woman, must shun him also. Ihe degree to which Vandover has 

drifted away from accepted standards of morality is indicated by his 

failure to comprehend the reason Turner refuses to dance with him at a 

society ball. He assumes that she is piqued because he had not invited 

her to go with him that evening. A few days later, he meets her by 

chance in the library, and she at last enlightens him. 

"If I should let myself think of what you have done, I feel— 
as if—why, dreadful—I—that I should hate you, loathe you; 
but I try not to do that. . . . But, Van, won't you be better 
now? Won't you break from it all and be your own self again? 
. . . if not for your own sake, then for the sake of that 
other girl that's coming into your life some time; that other 
girl who is good and sweet and pure, whom you will really, 
really love and who will really, really love you."8 

Vandover never sees Turner again, and there is no other "good and sweet 

and pure" girl to enter his life and save him from himself. Unable to 

combat the brute within him alone, he is the victim of an environment in 

which no virtuous woman may associate with, let alone fall in love with, 

a man who has stepped over the boundaries of accepted morality. 

Norris, "the boy Zola," could not allow Turner to reform Vandover. 

Later, when his enthusiasm for extreme naturalism had faded, his 

"popular" heroines would be reincaLmations of Turner Ravis, and they 

^Complete Edition. V, pp. 178-79. 
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would be allowed to do for the male protagonists what Turner could not. 

Donald Pizer states that 

Turner Ravis is perhaps the next most important character after 
Vandover sind Geary. She is the first in a series of Norris' 
female characters whose function is to reinforce a man's moral 
strength and his dedication to a goal in life. Her failure to 
perform this duty is more Vandover's fault than hers. He has 
neglected and taken for granted her love for him until it fades 
and can no longer serve its moral role.9 

Maxwell Gelsmar concurs. 

The true source of the pure, sweet, young American girl of 
Norris' popular fiction—the "chum" such as Travis Bessemer in 
Blix who saved the hero from his vice of gambling—was in the 
portrait of Turner Ravis of Vandover: the decent middle class 
heroine who also spoke "calmly and frankly," who looked one 
"squarely in the face," whose high moral standards Vandover 
appreciated, but to whom he was in fact completely indifferent 
and cold. The name "Travis" itself was a contraction of the 
najne of Norris' original heroine. . . .̂ 0 

Ida Wade is, in the beginning, as virtuous in fact as is Turner, but 

since "almost all of her acquaintances were men" and since she loves "to 

drink California champagne, to smoke cigarettes, and to kick at the 

chandelier," she has acquired the reputation of being "fast." In 

nineteenth-century American society, it was not enough to say that a 

woman was virtuous, for, Norris claims, "the very fact that it was 

necessary to say so was enough to cause the statement to be doubted." 

Before we meet Ida in person, we hear of her in a conversation between 

Vandover and young Haight. Dolly Haight tells Vandover. 

"This idea of getting intimate with that sort of a piece, and 
trying to get her to catre for you, is all wrong." 

g 
^Pizer, Novels, pp. 50-51. 
Maxwell David Gelsmar, Rebels and Ancestors (Boston: Houghton, 

Mifflin, 19^7), p. 65. 
^^Complete Edition, V. p. 58. 
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"Oh," said Vandover deprecatingly, "you take all the pleasure 
out of it; where does your good time come in if you don't at 
least pretend that you like the girl auid try to make her like 
you?" 

"But don't you see," answered Haight, "what a dreadful thing 
it would be if a girl like that came to care for you seriously? 
It isn't the same as if it were a girl of your own class."^2 

Ida does indeed come to care for Vandover seriously, and late one 

night, after a champagne supper with him at the ImperiaQ, a restaurant 

and bar with a shady reputation, she abandons herself to her feelings of 

love for Vandover. Since free will necessarily plays only a small part 

in naturalism, Norris presents the incident as the result of mere chance 

rather than premeditation on the part of Vandover or Ida. As Warren 

French points out, "Ida's seduction . . . was not maliciously planned 

13 but simply happened one night when conditions were right." ̂  

This element of chance, as is always the case in naturalism, pro

vides a turning point in the fortunes of those concerned. The physical 

union between Vandover and Ida does not bring them closer, for as 

Gelsmar points out, "There was no trace of affection in this love 

affair, only the cold tones of vanity and sexual conquest. Vandover was 

ashamed of Ida's social position, her slang; he doesn't care to be seen 

14 
on the street as her escort." Their brief sexual encounter might have 

affected neither of them a great deal, had not Fate decreed that Ida was 

to have the distinction of being the only woman in Norris' novels to 

become pregnant. She ends her life in despair. Vandover's pleasant 

^^Complete Edition. V, p. 41. 

^^ench, p. 58. 
14 ^ 
Gelsmar, p. 56. 
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life in polite society ends when the reason for her suicide becomes 

known, and he loses the chance for a happy love affair with a good woman 

such as Turner Ravis. Even his pleasure in the material comforts of 

life is brought to an end when Ida's father sues for restitution for his 

daughter's death and Vandover is left virtually penniless. He can no 

longer depend on his father for financial support; the old man died 

alone, crushed by the blow dealt him by his son's affair with Ida, while 

Vandover was away on a sea trip. Thus, Vandover's flirtation with a 

"fast" girl, which seems nothing more than a harmless game to him. 

becomes a link in the inevitable chain of events that lead to his 

destruction. 

The third woman in Vandover's life is Flossie, the prostitute. She 

appears only briefly in the novel, and the reader, like Vandover. knows 

no more of her than what shows on the surface. Norris completely 

ignores the fascinating question of Flossie's motivations and considers 

her only as an environmental influence on Vandover. She is, however, 

more than a device to further the plot. According to Kenneth Lynn, 

She is an obsessive type in Norris's fiction, so it will be 
well to take a closer look at her: "She was an immense girl, 
quite six feet tall, broad and well-made in proportion. She 
was very handsome, full-throated, heavy-eyed, and slow in her 
movements. Her-eyes and mouth, like everything about her, were 
large." Although she is a prostitute, "Flossie radiated health; 
her eyes were clear, her nerves steady, her flesh hard and even 
as a child's." In Norris's description of this woman's abnormal 
size and superlative health we catch a first glimpse of an ._ 
aberration which would only be fully revealed in his later work. 

Maxwell Gelsmar agrees. 

^^Lynn, p. 171. 
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She appears to be indeed the original of that line of Viking 
women who shared her beauty while they were stripped of her 
sexuality in Norris' popular fiction. She is at the outset 
very different, too, from the sort of case history that was 
suggested in Stephen Crane's Maggie, though one notices the 
underlying ambivalence with which Norris described the "delicious 
perfume" that at one moment came "from her dress, her hair, her 
neck, her very flesh and body," and the next moment marked the . 
class of women "who are not to know one*s last najne or address."^ 

Not only is Flossie*s sexuality an influence upon Vandover*s moral 

degeneration, it may well be the cause of his physical deterioration as 

well. Norris would never have daired to mention venereal disease 

directly in a novel, but he hints rather broadly that Flossie must be 

diseased in spite of her appearance of health. Here the element of 

chance again becomes important in the story. Through a freak accident, 

young Haight cuts his lip on a broken glass at Turner*s house. Later, 

at the Imperial, Flossie kisses him on the mouth for the fun of embar

rassing the young man. It is much later, after Vandover has degenerated 

to almost an animal-like state, that Haight comes to him to tell him the 

awful trick that Fate has played. 

"You know I never had anything to do with women. Van. I always 
tried to keep away from them. But that*s where my life prac
tically cajne to an end." 
"You mean—" began Vandover. "You mean—that you—that Flossie?" 
Haight nodded. 
"Good God! I can't believe it. It's not possible I I know 

Flossie!" [Norris' italic si 
Haight shook his head, smiling grimly. 
"I can't help that. Van." said he. "There's no denying facts, 

there's no other possible explanation! As soon as I knew. I 
went to the doctors here, and then I went to New York for treat
ment, but there's no hope."̂ "̂  

If Haight, the model of male purity, has been infected by no more 

^Gelsmar, p. 5^. 

"̂̂ Complete Edition. V, p. 267. 
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than a kiss, the reader has to assume that Vandover, who has been inti

mate with Flossie over a long period of time, must be infected also. 

Donald Pizer has established the link between Vandover's venereal 

disease and his lycanthropy. 

It has been generally assumed that his illness is lycanthropy, 
a rare mental disease in which the victim believes he is a 
wolf, since that is Vandover's most sensational symptom. . . . 
It has not been realized that Vandover has general paralysis 
of the insane (also called paresis or softening of the brain), 
a disease which may include lycanthropy as one of its symptoms. 
Today we know that general paralysis is caused by syphilitic 
infection of the brain.18 

In all probability, Norris was prevented from indicating syphilis 

directly not only by Victorian taboos against the mere mention of the 

word, but by his desire to make Vandover's wolf-like behavior a symbol 

of his complete physical, mental, and moral surrender to the brute 

within rather than simply a symptom of a physically caused disease. 

There are no other women of any importance in the novel, but remarks 

made by Vandover and his friends about women give a clue to Norris' 

ambivalent attitude, already mentioned in connection with Flossie. 

Vandover tells Geary and Haight, 

"All this talk of women demanding the same moral standard for 
men as men do for women is fine on paper, but how does it work 
in real life? The women don't demand it at all. . . . To a 
large extent I really believe it's the women's fault that the 
men are what they are. If they demanded a higher moral stan
dard the men would come up to it. . . ." 

Geary suids. 

"I think if they haven't the knowledge of evil, auid don't know 
what sort of life the average young man leads, that their 
mothers ought to tell them. . . . Without it she might be ruined 

T5 
"̂  Pizer, Novels, p. 36. 
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by the first man that came along. It's a protection to her 
virtue." 
"Oh, pshaw! I don't believe it at all," cried young Haight, 

impatiently. "I believe that a girl is bom with a natural 
intuitive purity that will lead her to protect her virtue just 
as instinctively as she would didge a blow; if she wants to go 
wrong she will have to make an effort herself to overcome that 
Instinct." 
"And if she don't," cried Vandover eagerly, "if she don't— 

if she don't protect her virtue. I say a man has a right to go 
as far with her as he can." 
"If he don't, someone else will." said Geary. 
**Ah. you can*t get around it that way," answered young Haight. 

smiling. *'It's a man's duty to protect a girl, even if he has 
to protect her against herself."^9 

Which of the young men is spokesman for Norris? That Vandover is to 

some degree autobiographical is granted by all Norris scholars; this 

would seem to indicate that Vandover's thoughts on the matter might be 

Norris* own. In the light of what happens to Vandover after he "goes as 

far as he can" with Ida, however, it seems more likely that Norris would 

agree with Haight that "it*s a man*s duty to protect a girl." It is 

significant that Blix, the heroine of one of Norris* later novels, is a 

woman who demands that her man come up to a higher moral standard, as 

Vandover says women should do. It is particularly significant since the 

character of Blix is patterned after the woman Norris married. 

Whereas Turner, Ida, and Flossie are only minor characters drifting 

in and out of Vandover *s life, Trina in McTeague is ultimately respon

sible for the downfsdl of her husband and for her own degeneration and 

death. "Responsible" is perhaps an inaccurate term, since Trina herself 

is the victim of the naturalistic forces of heredity, environment, and 

chance, as well as her own powerful sexuality, which is part of her 

^^Complete Edition, V, 84-87. 



19 

animal nature. Nevertheless, her failure to overcome these naturalistic 

forces brings about her destruction atnd that of McTeague. 

John HUl, who has called Trina the "first lady of American literary 

naturalism," says. 

The story of Trina Sieppe McTeague is the account of a woman in 
descent. Trina parallels McTeague in his fall; they drop down 
the social and economic scale together, acting so as to force 
each other lower toward the sub-stratum of society. Like her 
husband, Trina descends because of heredity and environment, 
and in falling she strengthens the picture of the fall of 
McTeague, thus seirving an intended purpose, that of emphasizing 
Norris*s view of the naturalistic course of life.20 

He goes on to say that Trina is a far better example of the naturalistic 

view of life than that other heroine of naturalism. Stephen Crane's 

Maggie. 

Maggie begins low in society and ends low—she cannot fall into 
the abyss, simply because she never climbed out of it—whereas 
Trina begins higher in society before she falls; this fact makes pi 
her a better character for implementing the doctrine of naturalism. 

McTea^e first meets Trina through his dental practice. A friend, 

Marcus Schouler, asks McTeague to do some dental work for his cousin, 

Trina Sieppe. When Trina appears at the dental parlor, McTeague is 

immediately attracted to her. Norris describes her in detail. 

Her face was round and rather pale; her eyes long and narrow 
and blue, like the half-open eyes of a little baby; her lips 
and the lobes of her tiny ears were pale, a little suggestive of 
anaemia; while across the bridge of her nose ran an adorable 
little line of freckles. But it was to her hair that one's 
attention was most attracted. Heaps and heaps of blue-black coils 
and braids, a royal crown of swarthy bands, a veritable sable 
tiara, heavy, abundant, odorous. All the vitality that should 

^^Hill, p. 77. 

^^Hill, p. 77. 
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have given colour to her face seemed to have been absorbed by 
this marvellous hair.22 

Lars Ahnebrink credits this description to the influence of Qnile Zola, 

and adds, "When Zola introduces a character in his novels, he generally 

gives a detailed description of the person's exterior, observing and 

emphasizing special characteristics, habits or gestures in the char

acter, and almost in all later appearances in the book the character 

will retain these characteristics or labels. . . . The constant reference 

to physical attributes in naturalistic novels helps to focus the 

23 
reader's interest on the physical side of human life." ^ Vernon 

Parrington, who contends that the symbol of gold is vastly overdone in 

the novel, has commented. "The wonder is that he didn't give Trina gold 

24 
hair instead of black." Pizer explains that a crown of black hair 

"was as familiar a symbol of sensuality in the nineteenth century as 

25 
large breasts in the twentieth, sind was often so used by Zola." 

Trina is as yet an innocent young girl, but McTeague is strongly 

attracted to the latent sensuality in her. Norris. with Victorian reti

cence, allows McTesigue to go no farther than kissing Trina "grossly" on 

the mouth while she is unconscious during one of the dental visits, but 

the brute in him is obviously aroused. McTeague*s solution to the prob

lem is to ask her to marry him. She responds on an animal level: not 

with passion, since she refuses him, but with what Norris terms "the 

^^Complete Edition, VIII, pp. 19-20. 

^^Ahnebrink, pp. 57-58. 
24 / 

Vernon Piarrington, Main Currents in American Thought (New York: 

Harcourt, Brace. 1930), p. 331. 

^Pizer. Novels, p. 68. 
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intuitive feminine fear of the male." When at last he does take her 

in his arms and kisses her while she is conscious, she gives in imme

diately, much to her own confusion. She asks herself. "Why did she feel 

the desire, the necessity of being conquered by a superior strength? 

Why did it please her? Why had it suddenly thrilled her from head to 

foot with a quick, terrifying gust of passion, the like of which she had 

27 
never known?" ' Norris, who has already identified these stirrings of 

passion in McTeague as "the animal" or "the brute" in him, explains that 

Trina*s feelings are "the Woman" awakening in her, evidently seeing 

28 
nothing incongruous in his terminology. 

Shortly after "the Woman" in Trina has been atroused, the forces of 

chance arouse a second powerful instinct in her. The five thousand 

dollars Trina wins in a lottery might bring out avaricious feelings in 

anyone, but in Trina the urge to cling to every penny of the money is 

particularly strong. Norris, having already made the point that Trina 

comes from a German-Swiss background, explains that "a good deal of 

peasant blood still ran undiluted in her veins, and she had all the 

instinct of a hardy and penurious mountain race—the instinct which 

saves without any thought, without any idea of consequence—saving for 

29 
the sake of saving, hoarding without knowing why." This instinct in 

Trina proves to be as much responsible for her downfall as are the 

•oZ 

"̂ "Complete Edition, VIII, p. 28. 

"̂̂ Complete Edition, VIII, pp. 76-77-

^^Gomplete Edition. VIII. p. 77. 

^^Complete Biition. VIII, pp. 116-17. 
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external events thrust upon her. Because of this, John Hill sees her as 

the most well-developed female character created by any of the American 

naturalists. As he says, " . . . Trina suffers from the effects of both 

heredity and environment, whereas Maggie is shown to suffer primarily 

from environment alone (as. indeed, does Caroline Meeber, in Theodore 

Dreiser's Sister Carrie)."-^^ 

Heredity has its good aspects as well as bad. in most cases, and 

Trina has also inherited a talent for carving little Noah's ark animals 

for her uncle's store: "Trina's ancestors on both sides were German-

Swiss, and some long-forgotten forefather of the sixteenth century, some 

worsted-legginged wood-carver of the Tyrol, had handed down the national 

31 industry, to reappear in this strangely distorted guise." The Income 

from this endeavor, added to that from McTeague's dentistry, and the 

interest from Trina's lottery winnings, would provide enough to live on 

so that she could leave the five thousand dollars untouched. McTeague 

is disappointed that the money will not be spent right away, perhaps for 

a house for the couple, lavishly furnished. Nevertheless, he accepts 

Trina's saving ways as a "good fault." 

After the two are married, both Trina's sexual instincts and her 

instinctive greed continue to grow. David Noble hypothesizes that if 

McTeague and Trina had married others, neither might have degenerated as 

they did.-̂  Probably Trina's perverted sexuality would not have 

^^Hill, p. 77. 

^^Complete Edition, VIII, p. 115. 

-̂ T)avld W. Noble, The Eternal Adam and the New World Garden (New 
York: G. Braziller, 1958), p. 109. 
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developed as it does if she had married a gentle lover, but McTeague, 

the great brute, treats her roughly and brings out the latent masochism 

in her, while her submissiveness, in turn, brings out the sadism that is 

instinctive in him. Her avarice, on the other hand, seems less the 

result of her marriage to McTeague than a direct consequence of her 

winning lottery ticket. Norris specifically states that "Trina had 

always been an economical little body, but it was only since her great 

33 winning in the lottery that she had become especially penurious."^^ She 

hoards every cent she can save from her household money, lies to 

McTeague about the ajnount she has put away, and even refuses to send her 

family fifty dollars they desperately need. Yet this might never have 

become more than a minor aberration had she been married to another man. 

for it is her husband's loss of his job that sends her into a panic: 

"Trina was actually sick with it. . . .they would have to fall back on 

the interest of her lottery money and the pittance she derived from the 

34 manufacture of the Noah's ark animals. . . ." Ironically. McTeague. 

who loses his practice because he has no diploma from a dental school, 

might easily have regained it had it not been for Trina's neurotic fear 

of spending money. 

"I tell you what. Doc," declared Heise the harness-maker, 
shsLking his finger impressively at the dentist, "you must fight 
it; you must appeal to the courts; you've been practising too 
long to be debarred now. The statute of limitations, you know." 

"No, no," Trina had exclaimed, when the dentist had repeated 
this advice to her. "No, no, don't go near the law courts. I 

^^Complete Edition, VIII, p. 162. 

^Complete Edition. VIII. p. 226. 
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know them. The lawyers take all your money, and you lose your 
case. We're bad off as it is. without lawing about it."35 

As the condition in which they live worsens. Trina becomes pro

gressively more perverted in her two passions. McTeague. driven to 

alcoholism by his misfortunes and Trina's lack of understanding, pinches 

her and bites her fingers when he is drunk, sometimes to force her to 

give him some money, and sometimes simply for pleasure. She does not 

resist. "And in some strange, inexplicable way this brutality made 

Trina all the more affectionate; aroused in her a morbid, unwholesome 

love of submission, a strange, unnatural pleasure in yielding, in sur

rendering herself to the will of an irresistible, virile power."^ When 

McTea^e is away, she turns her affection to her hoaird of gold pieces. 

She would draw the heap lovingly toward her and bury her face 
in it, delighted at the smell of it and the feel of the smooth, 
cool metal on her cheeks. She even put the smaller gold pieces 
in her mouth, and jingled them there. She loved her money with 
an intensity that she could hardly express. She would plunge 
her small fingers into the pile with little murmurs of affection, 
her long, narrow eyes half colsed and shining, her breath coming 
in long sighs. 
"Ah, the dear money, the dear money," she would whisper. "I 

love you so!" . . . Trina's emotions had narrowed with the narrowing 
of her daily life. They reduced themselves at last to but two. her 
passion for her money and her perverted love for her husband when 
he was brutal. She was a strange woman during these days.37 

Donald Pizer explains how Trina's atavistic characteristics become 

abnormal under the pressure of events. 

McTea^e turns brutal toward her, and her earlier desire to be 
conquered becomes an abnormal masochism. . . . As money becomes 
more difficult to acquire and keep, her earlier miserliness 

3^Complete Edition, VIII, p. 238. 

^"complete Edition. VIII, p. 263. 

3'̂ Complete Biition. VIII. pp. 262-64. 
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becomes avarice. Gradually, her love of money and her sexual 
nature begin to merge in a union which underlines both the 
intensity of these emotions and their instinctive, atavistic 
source.3" 

When McTeague leaves her, taking the four hundred dollars she has saved, 

Trina*s powerful desires can only be satisfied by drawing out the entire 

five thousand dollars of her lottery winnings. Her two emotions have 

become one. "One evening she had even spread all the gold pieces 

between the sheets, and had then gone to bed. stripping herself, and had 

slept all night upon the money, taking a strange and ecstatic pleasure 

in the touch of the smooth, flat pieces the length of her entire 

39 
body."-^^ Pizer says that "at this point, with her instinctive avarice 

and sensuality united and uncontrollably powerful, she is as much a 

*brute* in the context of her own nature and sex as is the McTeague who 

40 
shortly after murders her." Trina's murder is not only the climax of 

their sado-masochistic relationship, it represents the climax of her 

avaricious passion for gold, for it is her refused to give him any money 

to live on that drives McTeague over the brink of atavistic brutality. 

Because Norris only suggests the sexual nature of Trina's perverse 

passions, some modem scholars have criticized his supposed prudishness 

in not dealing more explicitly with sex. These critics have surely for

gotten the storm of outrage that greeted the first publication of 

McTeague. The American public never would have permitted a more 

detailed treatment of his characters' sexual drives. W. M. Frohock 

3°Pizer, Novels, pp. 69-70. 

39c 
40" 
39complete Edition. VIII, p. 306. 

Pizer, Novels, p. 70. 
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points out, "The changes in taste that have intervened in the last 

seventy years should not be allowed to obscure the fact that even this 

incomplete explicitness, like indeed his finding the materials of a 

story in the life of the working class, was new and bold." Not only 

was Norris' treatment of sex in Trina a daring step forward at that 

time, it was also remarkably modem in terms of psychological motivation. 

Vernon Parrington has pointed out that the development of Trina's 

sexuality, from her first frightened yielding to her final docile sub

mission to McTeague's sadism, is completely in accordance with the point 

42 of view of modern psychology. 

Two minor female characters, Maria Macapa and Miss Baker, should be 

mentioned, as they provide foreshsidowing and contrast for the story of 

Trina's degeneration. Maria Macapa is a demented Mexican woman whose 

obsession with a mythical service of gold plate which supposedly 

belonged to her fajnily at one time foreshadows Trina's later obsession 

with her gold pieces. It is Maria, in fact, who sells Trina the fatal 

lottery ticket. Later, after the McTeagues' marriage. Maria is married 

to a Polish Jew who hopes to get his hands on the Imaginary gold service. 

As Trina sinks to the level of the demented maid, the two become friends. 

Maria and Trina compare bruises and seem almost to boast of the beatings 

their husbands give them, McTeague to pry money from Trina and Zerkow to 

pry the secret of where the nonexistent gold service is hidden from 

Maria. When Zerkow, insane with desire for the gold dishes, murders 

"̂ Frohock, pp. 11-12. 
42 
Parrington, p. 331. 
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Maria. Trina is the one to discover the body, yet she fails to take 

warning from the parallel between her own life and Maria's, and in the 

end she too dies at the hands of her own husband. 

The sentimental love affair between the elderly spinster, Miss 

Baker, and the Englishman called Old Grannis is usually criticized as 

being utterly out of place, a momentary lapse into romanticism in an 

otherwise totally naturalistic novel. Although the degree of senti

mentality with which Norris treats the little affair is perhaps a flaw 

in the novel, the presence of the old people in the story is valid. 

William Dillingham has shown that they not only provide needed contrast, 

a standard of sanity against which the McTeagues' degeneration can be 

measured, they also serve to indicate that the forces in life can work 

for good as well as destruction. The forces of chance bring about their 

first face-to-face meeting at the celebration of Trina's lottery win

ning. Later, it is instinct rather than a conscious effort of will 

which compels Miss Baker to enter Old Grannis' room. Therefore. 

according to Dillingham, it is the sajne forces that pull Trina and 

43 
McTeague apart which bring Old Grannis and Miss Baker together. ̂  

The character of Trina is a puzzle when placed next to Norris' other 

women characters. She is nothing like the static, two-dimensional 

characters in Norris' other naturalistic novel, Vandover and the Brute, 

nor does she resemble any of Norris' later heroines in any way. It has 

already been mentioned that Trina's physical description is like that of 

^3william B. Dillingham, "The Old Folks of McTeague." Nineteenth-
Century Fiction. XVI (September 1961). 169-73. 
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many of Zola's heroines. Lars Ahnebrink mentions two of Zola's works 

which were particularly influential in the creation of the character of 

Trina. He points out that "in Therese Raquin there is a vivid picture 

of Therese*s reactions and submission to the virile Laurent. He stirs 

unknown pent-up passions within her. . . ." Some of the extemal 

events in Trina*s story seem to have come from Zola's L*Assommoir. 

Gervaise and Trina have to support their husbands, who continue 
to be idle. In order to make both ends meet, both families 
have to move to cheaper lodgings. Gervaise and Trina finally 
become scrub-women. But then Norris disengages himself from 
Zola. He puts in a murder, probably inspired from a murder in 
the Spring Valley Grammar School in San Francisco, where a wretched 
charwoman was done to death.^5 

By no means is Trina a copy of any one of Zola*s heroines, of course, 

but the sources for the character of Trina provide a clue to the reason 

she is the most fascinating of all Norris' heroines, if "heroine" is 

applicable to such a woman as Trina. All the other important female 

characters in Norris* novels are obviously drawn from women with whom 

Norris could have come in contact in the course of his short life. The 

women in Vandover are not Zola's women, though the novel itself shows 

the strong influence of Zola; they are very likely modeled after the 

type of women Norris encountered during his college days. Two other 

heroines, Laura and Blix. are in many ways portraits of his own mother 

and his wife. Even the fantastic Moran is an exaggeration of charac

teristics he admired in women he knew. Inevitably, Norris sentimental

ized and romanticized the portraits of the women he admired. Trina. 

"55 
Ahnebrink. p. 64. 

^Ahnebrink. p. 35. 
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however, has little in her to admire, and is like no one with whom the 

wealthy young man of polite society would have come in contact. Norris 

was able to see her with a degree of objectivity impossible in the 

creation of the other heroines because he saw her purely as an artistic 

creation, not as a re-creation of traits he had observed. 



CHAPTER III 

THE "POPULAR" NOVELS 

The three novels of Frank Norris' middle period, Moran of the Lady 

Letty, Blix, and A Man's Woman, were published in rapid succession in 

1898, 1899, and I9OO. They are often referred to as the "popular tri

logy »" for although they are not a trilogy in the conventional sense, 

having none of the same characters and no connection between their 

plots, they are a kind of trilogy in that they are all concerned with 

the theme of the proper roles of the sexes. All three tales of love and 

adventure are artistically inferior to Norris' earlier works, being 

overly sentimental and melodramatic in characterization and plot. It 

would be difficult to defend the "popular" novels against the frequent 

accusation that they are mere commercial potboilers dashed off hastily 

by a writer hungry for finaneisil success and public acclaim. On the 

other hand, the love stories do retain a certain charm for the casual 

reader even today, and for the serious student they provide a great deal 

of insight into Norris' ideas about women and their proper relationship 

to men. 

The three heroines, Moran, Travis (Blix), and Lloyd, have much in 

common physically, mentally, and in terms of the role they play in the 

lives of the male protagonists. Physically, they are all very large, 

strong women. Moran Sternerson is quite as tall as the men around her, 

with a massive skeleton, "and even beneath the coarse sleeve of the oil

skin coat one could infer that the biceps and deltoids were large and 

30 
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powerful." Travis Bessemer is "tall as most men, and solidly, almost 

heavily built. Her shoulders were broad, her chest was deep, her neck 

round and firm. . . , One felt that here were stamina, good physical 

force, and fine animal vigour." Lloyd Searight is "tall and of a very 

vigorous build, full-throated, deep-chested, with large, strong hands 

and solid, round wrists."-̂  None of the three is conventionally beau

tiful. Moran, with her mannish build and red, weather-roughened face 

and hands, is "not pretty. . . . What beauty she had was of the fine, 

4 
hardy Norse type." Travis, despite her size and somewhat masculine 

build, is described as beautiful, but her "little brown-black eyes"'' are 

hardly characteristic of the conventionally lovely Victorian heroine. 

Lloyd, with her "obstinate" mouth and jutting chin, is also termed 

"beautiful," yet her "dull-red hair" and "dull-blue eyes" were as 

unattractive to the reader of Norris* time as were Travis' tiny twink

ling eyes. The most striking characteristic of these three heroines, 

other than their size, is their magnificent hair, which in each case 

seems to be a banner advertising the woman*s personality type. A con

temporary of Norris, Frederic Taber Cooper, took note of all this hair. 

It is curious to see what a fascination woman*s hair seems to 
have for Mr. Norris; it fairly haunts him like an obsession. 
He dwells upon it constantly, lingeringly; it is the one great 
charm of each and all of his heroines, and he never lets us 

^Complete Edition, III. PP. 212-13. 
2 
Complete Edition. III. pp. 4-5. 
3complete Edition. VI. pp. 42-43. 
4 

Complete Edition, III, pp. 212-13. 

^Complete Edition. III. p. 15. 

^Complete Edition. VI, p. 43. 
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lose sight of it for an instant—they are forever smoothing it, 
braiding it, putting it up or down; it enters into and lends a 
colour to their every mood. Moran Stemerson has "as enormous 
mane of rye-coloured hair," which "whipped across her face and 
streamed out in the wind like streamers of the northem lights." 
Travis Bessemer, in Blix, "trim and trig and crisp as a crack 
yacht." also has yellow hair, "not golden nor flaxen, but plain, 
honest yellow;" "sweet, yellow hair rolling from her forehead." 
Lloyd Searight, in A Man*s Woman, has auburn hair, "a veritable 
glory; a dull red flame, that bore back from her face in one 
grand, solid roll, dull red like copper or old bronze, thick, 
heavy, almost gorgeous in its sombre radiance."''' 

Physical characteristics, then, are intended to be suggestive of 

inner qualities possessed by Norris* heroines. Their physical strength 

is an outward manifestation of their strength of character. Strength, 

of course, is traditionally a masculine quality, but Norris indicates 

that his heroines are not to be conventionally passive exsunples of femi-
o 

nine frailty by giving them masculine names. Critics who have tried to 

find evidence of some sort of sexual aberration in Norris* fascination 

with large, masculine women have missed the point. Donald Pizer says, 
Norris* heroines thus have masculine names. . . and are tall 
and full-bodied not simply because Norris was fascinated by 
Viking types. Rather, their masculine najnes and physiques 
symbolize their masculine force—that they are women who want 
to "do things" rather than devote themselves to trivialities, 
and, most of all, that they have a strength and seriousness of 
character which it is their function to encourage in man.9 

This type of woman was not a mere product of Norris* fantasy. He 

found models for his female characters all around him. Lars Ahnebrink 

notes. 

''̂ Frederic Taber Cooper, "Frank Norris, Realist," Bookman, X (Novem
ber 1899). 237. 

Q 

Even Norris* own daughter, given the lovely name "Jeannette." was 
never called anything by her father except "Billy." 

^Pizer. "The Masculine-Feminine Ethic," p. 89. 
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Both Garland and Norris adopted the new type of a strong and 
self-reliant woman, and portrayed her career in their works. 
It is probable that the debate on the feminist movement in 
the late eighties and nineties stimulated their use of this 
type. The American woman, particularly the pioneer woman of 
the West, was strong, independent, and self-reliant. The 
freedom of the West offered women new careers: they taught 
school, took care of the sick, and even did men's work on 
the farm. . . . Norris. bom in Chicago and raised in the 
Far West, was also aware of the independence of the American 
woman gained through working side by side with her husband.10 

There was, however, a difference between the tum-of-the-century femi

nist and Norris* "man's woman." Ahnebrink explains. 

Whereas Garland*s concept of woman was that of the emancipated 
woman demanding freedom, independence, and equal rights, 
Norris*s new woman was also conscious of her duties as a wife. 
As the title denotes, the heroine of A Man*s Woman belonged to 
the man; she voluntarily gave up her own career to accompany her 
husband, to guide and encourage him in his work. Norris 
stressed the physical as well as the mental differences between 
man and woman, and pointed out that woman was constitutionally 
the weaker one; but. like Ibsen and Turgenev, he maintained 
that, despite her physical weakness, she was mentally and 
morally the stronger.^^ 

Pizer says that Norris first used the term "a man*s woman" in describing 

the statuesque women drawn by the artist Charles Dana Gibson, creator of 

the "Gibson girl," and he points out that Blix is explicitly referred to 

12 as "a man*s woman." The purpose of a man*s woman in each of the 

novels, according to Pizer, is to help the male protagonist "axihieve a 

13 

correct masculinity." In one way or another, each of Norris* "popu

lar" heroines provides a source of strength to nourish her man and save 

^^Ahnebrink, p. 221. 

^^Ahnebrink, p. 224. 

^^Pizer, "The Masculine-Feminine Ethic," p. 87. 

^3pizer, "The Masculine-Feminine Ethic," p. 84. 
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him from the weakening forces that destroyed Vandover and McTeague. 

The one important element in Moran of the Lady Letty, according to 

Oscar Cargill, is the character of Moran herself, since she is a com

pletely new type in American fiction, the Superwoman.^^ As Maxwell 

Gelsmar puts it, "she was no California debutante or pallid and lan

guishing lady of Victorian fiction."^^ To emphasize the difference 

between Moran and the traditional heroine, Norris includes a conventional 

California debutante, Josie Herrick, "a dainty, firm-corseted little 

body, all tulle, white satin, and high-piled hair. . . . pQhere was not 

a more graceful little figure upon the floor of the incomparable round 

ballroom of the Coronado Hotel." The story opens with Ross Wilbur, an 

indolent young man of polite society reminiscent of Vandover, leaving a 

tea party given by Josie, who appears to be the love interest in his 

life at the moment. He makes a date to attend a society dance with her 

that evening, but instead evening finds him on board the Bertha Millner, 

shanghaied and forced to join the Chinese crew against his will. 

Wilbur soon discovers a new love interest on a wrecked ship, the 

Lstdy Letty, although her clothing and appearance lead him at first to 

believe that she is a young boy. She is certainly nothing like Josie 

Herrick or any other of the nice young ladies he has known. Moran, 

tall, muscular, calloused and sunburned from her outdoor life, is a sea 

rover, the "daughter of an hundred Vikings," who drinks, swears, aufid 

Oscar Cargill, Intellectual America (New York: Macmillan, 1941). 
p. 9^. 

•^Gelsmar, p. 10. 

^^Complete Edition. I l l , 302-03. 
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fights like a man. Wilbur immediately falls in love with her, but she 

is openly contemptuous of the weak, overly civilized young man. He has 

to be content with worshipping the primitive Norse goddess from afar. 

. . .[Hje had a distinct vision of Moran*s life and character, 
shunning men and shunned of women, a strange, lonely creature, 
solitary as the ocean whereon she lived, beautiful after her 
fashion; as yet without sex. proud, untamed, splendid in her 
savage, primal independence—a thing untouched and unsullied 
by civilization. She seemed to him some Bradamante, some 
mythical Brunhilde. some Valkyrie of the legends bom out of 
season, lost and unfamiliar in this end-of-the-century time. 
Her purity was the purity of primeval glaciers.^7 

Wilbur tells Moran, "You should be alone—your mate isn't made 

18 
yet." He is right, but what neither of them realizes is that her mate 

is being made at that moment; the rough sea environment and Moran her

self are shaping Wilbur into a new man, stronger physically and stronger 

in character. When at last Wilbur conquers her in a physicstl fight, 

Moran is won over completely; she has found her mate. From then on she 

defers to Wilbur in all matters. Their roles have been reversed. 

It is difficult to say why Norris decided to bring about such an 

abrupt change in Moran's character. According to Juliet Tompkins, a 

friend of Norris, 

Moran of the Lady Letty grew out of Frank's desire to stage a 
physical fight between a man and a woman. He loved that fight. 
The struggle for sex supremacy had a thrill for one who was so 
consciously, so unwaveringly master in his own house. "My wife 
does so-and-so," he would lay down the law, and indeed she did.^^ 

Norris evidently found some justification for his male chauvinism in 

"̂̂ Complete Edition. III. pp. 260-6l. 

^^Complete Edition. Ill, p. 264. 

^^Complete Edition. IX. p. ix. 
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Darwin's theories. Lars Ahnebrink explains, 

Norris*s concept of sexual selection was probably colored by 
Darwinian thought. In the choice of partner, woman, like the 
female animal, selected the male who was the strongest and 
most attractive. . . . After the woman had chosen her partner, 
she submitted docilely to the male force, as the female animal 
to the male.20 

Whatever the reasons behind it, Moran*s transformation is utterly uncon

vincing. She tells Wilbur, *'Mate, be good to me, and always be kind to 

me. . . .I'm just a woman now, dear—just a woman that loves you with a 

heart she*s just found.*'^^ It is difficult to believe that this senti

mental little speech can be the words of the savage female who, just two 

days before, was cold-bloodedly filing down the teeth of her Chinese 

adversary to force him to talk. 

Her transformation from Viking shield-maiden to "just a woman" 

proves to be her undoing. Attacked by the same knife-wielding Chinaman 

whose teeth she had so ruthlessly filed, she cannot respond with the old 

"savage pride and anger" because she has learned "what it meant to be 

dependent; to rely for protection upon someone who was stronger than 

22. 
she; to know her weakness; to know that she was at last a woman. . . .* 

Now that she is at last a woman, she is no longer a fighter; she is 

killed without a struggle. 

Moran's murder, however improbable, is necessary to save her from a 

fate worse than death. When Wilbur brings her into contact with civili

zation by sailing to San Francisco, he endangers the primitive innocence 

^^Ahnebrink, pp. 212-13. 

^^Complete Edition. I l l , p. 298. 

^Complete Edition. I l l , p. 322. 
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she possesses. She is amoral, no more capable of immorality than a wild 

animal, and Norris cannot bear to see her corrupted by the city. Moran 

does not belong in modem society because she is a throwback to the old 

Viking days. Lars Ahnebrink points out that she was undoubtedly modeled 

after Brunhilde in the old Norse epic, the Volsunga Saga. 

Wilbur, the hero of Norris*s story, found Moran dressed in man*s 
clothes, fast asleep on a derelict ship surrounded by a cloud of 
strangling gas, and only when picking her up did he discover 
that she was a woman. In like manner, Sigurd found Brunhilde, 
clad in helmet and bymie, fast asleep in her fire-encircled 
castle, and only by ripping up her coat of mail with his sword 
did he find out that she was a woman.23 

Other details of Moran*s character and appearance seem to have been 

taken from Hjordis of The Vikings at Helgelund, one of Ibsen*s works 

24 which incorporates sa^a material. 

Despite Moran*s primitive nature, which makes her seem to be an ata

vistic throwback, she may also be seen as a rather exaggerated repre

sentation of the modern woman of Norris* time. The emancipated woman of 

the late nineteenth century had begun to shed the bonds of her passivity 

and to "do things." Moran tells Wilbur, "I've lived by doing things, 

not by thinking things, or reading about what other people have done or 

thought; and I guess it's what you do that counts, rather than what you 

2*5 
read or think about." ̂  Ahnebrink points out that 

. . . despite her primitiveness, she may also be called a repre
sentative of the modern woman, for she worked for a living on 
her father's boat and took the sajne pride in her profession as 
did Ida Wilbur in A Spoil of Office. In the moment of danger 

^3Ahnebrink, p. 383. 
24 
^Ahnebrink, pp. 383-84. 
^^Complete Edition. III. p. 234. 
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she displayed her independence and superiority over the men. 
and was prepared bravely to meet any danger. . . . Moran did 
not have to struggle for her independence because she had 
enjoyed personal freedom and independence since childhood. 
Sailing with her father on the Seven Seas, dressed in men's 
clothes, and doing the same work as men. . . . she was a 
marked contrast to the naturalistic woman as well as to the 
conventional Victorian woman of the drawing room. . . . As 
a primitive woman sailor, she was completely free from con
vention and the bonds of civilization.26 

The key words are "free from convention and the bonds of civilization." 

Norris was able to portray a superwoman like Moran and expect the public 

to love her precisely because he placed her outside the boundaries of 

normal human society. Moran had to die on board ship because she would 

not have been welcomed in San Frameisco by Wilbur*s society friends or 

by Norris* civilized readers. 

Travis Bessemer of Blix is a civilized version of Moran, but she too 

places herself outside what she calls ''conventionality," meaning the 

conventional social life of the Victorian heroine—an endless, repe

titious round of teas, dances, "functions," and flirtations, the life of 

Josie Herrick in Moran. The man in her life, Condy Rivers, is pleased 

but a bit shocked at her breaJc with the superficial routine of a debu

tante, and he tells her, "Why, this is a regular rebellion." "No. 

27 
sire." replies Travis, "it is a revolution." 

Blix is particularly important in the study of Frsink Norris* atti-

tltudes toward women because it is openly autobiographical. Condy is 

Norris himself, Blix is Jeannette Black, Norris* future wife, and the 

sentimental little idyl with the triumphantly happy ending is their love 

-oZ 
^^Ahnebrink. pp. 224-25. 

"̂̂ Complete Edition. Ill, p. 21. 
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story. Because Norris married the real-life Blix, it is not at all 

unreasonable to assume that the heroine of his novel represents every

thing Norris thought a woman ought to be. Blix becomes especially 

interesting when compared with Norris' other autobiographical novel. 

Vandover and the Brute. Norris' biographer, Franklin Walker, explains 

that "he tumed to his college life to find his characters and fixed 

upon himself as the subject for Vandover—not himself as he really was 

but as he imagined he could develop. . . . (HJe was, in fact, not at all 

likely to become a slave to gambling, drinking, or lechery, but it was 

one of his favorite games to imagine himself a victim of excess. . . . 

to speculate on his potentialities in vice." 

In Vandover there is a good, pure, honest young woman. Turner Ravis. 

who might have saved Vandover from the grip of his vices had she not 

been so easily influenced by the opinions of "decent society." Because 

she cannot step beyond the bounds set by convention. Turner must snub 

Vandover when the rest of "the best people" do so. Travis Bessemer, 

nicknamed "Blix," is just as decent a girl as Turner and occupies just 

as prestigious a position in polite society as does Turner; in fact, she 

is Turner with the added strength and independence of the "new woman" 

29 

that Norris so admired in his Jeannette. In contrast to the natural

istic woman whose actions are determined by her environment, Blix is in 

control of her own destiny, and through her strength of will she helps 

to shape Condy*s destiny at the same time. 

^°Walker, pp. 96-97. 
29 
^"Travis" is obviously a contraction of "Tumer Ravis." 
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In the beginning of the story, Blix and Condy's relationship is 

similar to that of Tumer and Vandover. Each of the couples had been a 

pair for some time, but their infatuation had begun to cool. Vandover 

deceives Tumer into thinking he still loves her, and she is naive 

enough to believe they are engaged. When Condy, on the other hand, 

tells Travis that he loves her, trying to make the words ring true, she 

tells him frankly, 

"We*ve had a jolly little flirtation, I know, and it*s been good 
fun while it lasted. I know you like me, and you know that I 
like you; but as for loving each other, you know we don't. Yes. 
you say that you love me and that I'm the only girl. That's 
part of the game. I can play it. . . quite as well as you. But 
it's playing with something that's quite too serious to be 
played with—after all, isn't it. now?"30 

From that time on they agree to be "chums" and. much to Condy's sur

prise, they enjoy each other's company far more after they stop their 

romantic "games," 

As Condy and Blix spend more and more time together, it becomes 

obvious that she is weaning him as well as herself away from society 

life. The reader knows that Condy is changing his ways when, in the 

middle of a pleasant afternoon with Blix, he suddenly remembers that he 

ought to be at Laurie Flagg's Tea at that moment. He does not leave. 

The tea party seems to be Norris' favorite symbol for the superficiality 

of polite society. One recalls that Ross Wilbur had just escaped from 

Josie Herrick's afternoon tea when he was shanghaied and his education 

in manhood began. 

There are worse vices than society teas, however, from which Condy 

3^Complete Edition. Ill, p. 20. 
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must be weaned. He, like Vandover, has a weakness for gambling, and. as 

it is with Vandover's poder-playing crowd, the young men indulge in 

other vices as well. Condy tells Blix, 

"You see, this card business is only a part of this club life, 
this city life—like drinking and—other vices of men. If I 
didn't have to lead the life, or if I didn't go with that 
crowd—Sargeant and the rest of those men—it would be different; 
easier, maybe." 
"But a man ought to be strong enough to be himself and master 

of himself anywhere. Condy, Is there anything in the world 
better or finer than a strong man?" 
"Not unless it is a good woman. Blix." 
"I suppose I look at it from a woman's point of view; but 

for me, a strong man—strong in everything—is the grandest thing 
in the world."Ji 

Her purpose in the novel is clear; she is to be the "good woman" who 

makes Condy a "strong man." 

Whereas Tumer stands by passively and allows Vandover to go to the 

devil with no more than a general wringing of the hands and a pitiful 

plea that he be good, Blix, being a woman of action rather than words, 

formulates a plan to reform Condy and then carries it out with unshake-

able determination. She asks her father to teach her a most unfeminine 

skill, poker; then she becomes so good at this masculine pastime that 

she wins all Condy's money each time they play. Having Blix to turn to 

when the gambling fever strikes enables Condy to keep his promise to 

play cards with no one else. Eventually, he drops out entirely from the 

kind of wild life that was Vandover's downfall, and. when his consistent 

losses to Blix spoil his enjoyment of card-playing, he at last swears 

off gambling for good. Having pulled Condy from the clutches of vice, 

3^Complete Edition. Ill, p. 57. 
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Blix then gives him a push toward success by presenting him with all the 

money she has won from him at poker, enough of a sum to allow him to 

quit his job and devote a month to completing his novel. 

Thus, Norris* "new woman" remains on the Victorian pedestal of vir

tue and decency, but she has the strength, ingenuity, and determination 

to raise her man up beside her as well. Without discarding her femini

nity, she demands a single standard for men and women. When Condy falls 

to take her seriously after she demands the money she has won from him 

in their first poker game, she speaks up for her rights. 

"You wouldn't do that—wouldn't talk that way with one of your 
friends at the club!" she exclaimed; "and it's not right to 
do it with me. Condy, give me seven dollars and a half. When 
you play cards with me it's just as though it were with another 
man. I would have paid you if you had won."32 

Blix demands a single standard in more serious matters as well. Even 

while she devotes much of her energy to encouraging Condy in his career 

as a writer, she plans a career of her own. She announces her Intention 

to study medicine, still a daring step for a young girl at the turn of 

the century. She explains herself to an astonished Condy. 

"I know. I know I've not got to support myself. But why shouldn't 
I have a profession just like a man—just like you. Condy? . . . 
I'd do it. not because I would have to do it, but because it would 
interest me. Condy, you know that I'm not a bit strong-minded, 
and that I hate a masculine, unfeminine girl as much as you do. 
. . . \p\ne must have some occupation; and isn't studying medicine, 
Condy, better than piano-playing, or French courses, or literary 
classes and Browning circles? Oh. I*ve no patience with that kind 
of girl!"33 

This extraordinary action raises Blix even higher in Condy*s 

3^Complete Edition. Ill, p. 79. 

33complete Biition. Ill, p. I03. 
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estimation, and he strives even harder to become worthy of her love. He 

has realized that he truly does love her, but fears that he is no more 

than a "chum" to her. He realizes also that "the love of her had made a 

man of him. . . . In those two months he had grown five years; he was 

more masculine, more virile."3^ Fortunately, Blix, with characteristic 

straightforwardness, tells him that she knows he loves her, and further

more, she also has grown to love him. In making a man out of Condy. she 

too has changed. She tells him. "Just a little while ago I was only 

nineteen, but I think, dear, that by loving you I have become—all of a 

sudden and without knowing it—a woman."3^ 

More than one critic has sneered at this "pure, unselfish affection, 

36 
young and unstained and almost without thought of sex,"^^ but Arthur 

Hobson Quinn takes a more positive point of view. 

The comradeship of Rivers and "Blix" in their wanderings ziround 
San Francisco while he is looking for material strikes just the 
right note. Love that comes to life while a woman is helping a 
man build the foundations of a creative career, a love that is 
based on friendship and understanding, is a far more important 
subject for fiction than the morbid analysis of temporary 
Infatuation. It is more important because it is more real and 
permanent, and because it exists in America more frequently 
than is generally supposed.37 

Perhaps Norris* naturalistic novels are more "realistic" than his roman

tic popular novels, yet for Norris himself Blix was far more real than 

Vaindover amd the Brute. Vandover was Norris* morbid projection of what 

•^Complete Edition, III, p. l6l. 

3^Complete Edition. Ill, p. 170. 

3^Complete Edition. Ill, p. 168. 

3'Arthur Hobson Quinn, American Fiction: An Historical and Critical 
Survey (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1936), p. 626. 
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might happen to him. written before he met Jeannette Black; Blix was the 

unabashedly joyful account of what actually happened to him atfter he met 

Jeannette. This may provide another answer to the questions surrounding 

Norris* defection from naturalism after McTeague aind his failure to 

revise the refected manuscript of Vandover. His real life with Jeannette 

was so different from life in the novels of Zola that he was never able 

to put faith in the naturalistic view of the course of life again. 

Norris* next novel. A Man's Woman, is an unconvincing mixture of 

melodrama, naturalism, and didacticism. Like the earlier "popular" 

novels, it is a love story, but the romance between Lloyd Searight and 

Ward Bennett is spoiled by an overly long naturalistic account of 

Bennett's grisly Arctic adventures, repetitious sermons on the proper 

role of woman, and a plot so dependent on coincidence as to require a 

whole army of gods from the machine. The heroine. Lloyd, is herself an 

unlikely combination of superwoman-like strength and a latent masochism 

reminiscent of Trina in her early encoimters with McTea^e. She is 

interesting only in that she illustrates some of the inconsistencies in 

Norris' ideas about women. 

The heroine of the novel is called "a man*s woman" by Ward Bennett. 

who himself. Norris tells us explicitly, is "a man*s man." Bennett, an 

Arctic explorer, is a giant of a man, a brute in appearance. 

His lower jaw was huge almost to deformity, like that of the bull
dog, the chin salient, the mouth close-gripped, with great lips, 
indomitable, brutal. The forehead was contracted and small, the 
forehead of men of single ideas, and the eyes. too. were small and 
twinkling, one of them marred by a sharply defined cast.38 

3Qcomplete Edition. VI, p. 2. 
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His actions are in accordance with his appearance; he is a strong, stub-

bom, single-minded man. His first encounter with Lloyd in the novel is 

marred by a misunderstanding. Bennett has just returned from a close 

brush with death in the Arctic, where, believing that they would never 

be rescued and wanting to make his last moments easier. Bennett*s best 

friend Ferriss had told him a white lie—that Lloyd had told him she 

loved Bennett. Lloyd does love him, but, being a decent woman, would 

never have said as much to a third party. She is hurt and ashamed that 

Bennett would believe she would be such a hussy. Bennett, unable to 

conceive of his best friend's lying, decides that Lloyd*s denial is an 

attempt to play the coquette. Disappointed, he tells her, 

"I believed you to be a woman, a great, strong, noble, man*s 
woman, above little things, above the little, niggling, con
temptible devices of the drawing room. I loved you because the 
great things of the world interested you, because you had no 
place in your life for petty graces, petty affectations, petty 
deceits and shams and insincerities."39 

Lloyd is doubly shamed because she knows herself to be above such things 

and she is too proud to admit her love after Bennett has humiliated her 

so. 

Critic W. M. Frohock, unwilling to suspend his disbelief, asks, 

"Would any woman with a minimum of self-respect have fallen in love with 

40 
this educated gorilla in the first place?" Lloyd, however, does 

Indeed love Bennett; because she knows herself to be stronger than other 

women, she needs a man who is stronger than other men. She admires men 

who are "great, strong, harsh, brutal men—men with purposes, who let 

3^Complete Edition. VI. p. 94. 
40 
Frohock, p. 35. 
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nothing, nothing stand in their way." Lloyd is a woman of purpose; 

although she is extremely wealthy, she works as a nurse in a nursing 

agency that she herself established. Nothing can stand in the way of 

her doing her duty, not even the fear of catching a dread disease or the 

pitiful pleadings of a child about to iindergo a dangerous operation on 

her hip joint. It is for this strength that Bennett loves her; yet. 

Ironically, he is the one who finally deters her from her purpose. 

Soon after her first encounter with Bennett, Lloyd is called to 

nurse Ferriss, who is dying of typhoid fever. When Bennett discovers 

this, he becomes convinced that Lloyd*s life is in danger and that she 

must not be allowed to stay in the house with typhoid germs. A battle 

of wills ensues, Lloyd insisting that Ferriss will die without her care 

and Bennett insisting that nothing is more important than her own life. 

Lloyd tatkes no thought of the danger to her life, but she begins to 

weaken under Bennett's superior masculine force. 

. . . [Albruptly her eyes were opened, and the inherent weakness 
of her sex became apparent to her. Was it a mistake, then? 
Could not a woman be strong? Was her strength graufted upon 
elemental weakness—not her individual weakness, but the weak
ness of her sex, the intended natural weatkness of the woman?^2 

She begs him not to disgrace her in the eyes of the other nurses, 

appealing to his love for her, even auimitting at last that she loves 

him, but he remains immovable. When he taJces her in his atrms, she has 

no strength to resist. This strong woman, so like Blix or even Moran, 

suddenly reacts to the male brute much as Trina reacted to McTeague's 

^•^Complete Edition. VI, p. 71. 
42 
^^Complete Edition. VI, p. 120. 
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rough advamces. 

Her vigour of body as well as of mind was cmshed atnd broken 
and beaten down; and why was it that in spite of her shame, 
that in spite of her unutterable self-reproach, the very touch 
of her cheek upon his shoulder was a comfort? Why was it that 
to feel herself carried away in the rush of this harsh, 
impetuous, masculine power was a happiness? Why was it that 
to know that her prided fortitude and hitherto unshaJcen power 
were being overwhelmed and broken with a brutal, ruthless 
strength was an exultation and a glory?^3 

Her patient dies from lack of care. Lloyd, disgraced before the 

world, finds herself hating Bennett for what he has done to her. 

He had not acknowledged that she, too, as well as he—a woman 
as well as a man might have her principles, her standards of 
honour, her ideas of duty. It was not her character, then, that 
he prized; the nobility of her nature was nothing to him; he 
took no thought of the fine-wrought texture of her mind. How, 
then, did she appeal to him? It was not her mind; it was not 
her soul. What, then, was left? Nothing but the physical. 
The shame of it; the degradation of it! To be so cruelly mistaken 
in the man she loved, to be able to appeal to him only on his 
lower side!^ 

Not only does she doubt his love for her; she even begins to doubt her

self. Her self-ima^e as an emancipated woman has been shaken. 

In what spirit had she gone about her work? . . . Had she not 
undertaJcen it rather as a means than as an end—not because 
she cared for it, but because she thought he would approve, 
because she had hoped by means of the work she would come into 
closer companionship with him? She wondered if this must 
always be so—the man loving the work for the work's sake; the 
woman, more complex, weader, and more dependent, doing the work 
only in reference to the man.^^ 

As coincidence would have it, though, Lloyd has a chance to regain 

her self-esteem when Bennett becomes ill with typhoid and she is again 

3complete Edition. VI, p. 127. 
44 
^Complete Edition. VI, pp. 148-49. 
^^Complete Edition. VI, pp. 149-50. 
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sent out as a nurse. The disease has made him weaker than she; their 

roles have been reversed. As one might well expect in this melodrama, 

she saves his life. They plan to marry. Lloyd, the dedicated super-

nurse, immediately gives up her life's work. 

This ending is somewhat of a disappointment to the reader who has 

been aximiring the seemingly emancipated Lloyd, and it is rather con

fusing to watch her do such a complete turnabout after Norris has 

praised her strength, courage, and independence so highly throughout the 

novel. Norris is not really as inconsistent as he seems. He does 

admire strong, brave women, women of action, but it never occurs to him 

that these qualities might be used to further the woman's own career or 

even to do great things for mankind. For Norris, the purpose of all 

this vitality is to provide a reservoir of strength for the man. to 

encourage him in his career and to inspire him to do the great things 

for mankind. This is made explicit in Lloyd's case. 

Hers was the woman's part. Already she had assumed it; steadfast 
unselfishness, renunciation, patience, the heroism greater than all 
others, that sits with folded hands, quiet, unshatken, and under 
fearful stress, endures, and endures, and endures. To be the 
inspiration of great deeds, high hopes, and firm resolves, and then, 
while the fight was dared, to wait in calmness for its issue—that 
was her duty; that the woman's part in the world's great work.^" 

Having given up her own work, Lloyd inspires Bennett to taJce up his 

Arctic explorations a^ain so that America might be the first to plaint 

her fla^ at the Pole. The novel ends with Bennett sailing north, 

leaving Lloyd alone without her man, without her work, presumably to 

"endure, and endure, and endure." 

IIS 
^^Complete Edition. VI, p. 209. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE WHEAT NOVELS 

The first novel in Norris' proposed "Wheat Trilogy," Ihe Octopus, is 

considered by many to be his greatest. In this novel the two important 

female characters appear only in romantic subplots. Although their 

presence is not necessary for the advancement of the main plot (the 

struggle between the ranchers and the railroad), Hilma Tree and Angele 

Varian serve to amplify the theme of life, death and rebirth that is 

represented by the central image of the wheat. 

On the surface, Hilma Tree appears to be no more tham another one of 

Norris" popular heroines. Nineteen-year-old Hilma is "a great girl, 

half-child as yet, but as tall as a man for all that." She is described 

as having large white arms, a thick neck, and "a certain generous aunpli-

tude to the full, round curves of her hips and shoulders that suggested 

the precocious maturity of a healthy, vigorous animal life passed under 

2 
the hot summer sun of a half-tropical country.*' As he did with his 

"popular" heroines, Norris dwells lovingly on her hair. 

Her hair seemed almost to have a life of its own, almost Medusa
like, thick, glossy, and moist, lying in heavy, sweet-smelling 
masses over her forehead, over her small ears with their pink 
lobes, and far down upon her nape. Deep in between the coils 
and braids it was of a bitumen browness. but in the sunlight it 
vibrated with a sheen like tarnished gold.3 

Hilma is similar to the "populau:" heroines in more than mere physical 

^Complete Edition. I. p. 221. 
2 
Complete Edition. I . p. 79. 

3complete Edition. I . p. 80. 
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appearance. Once again, the love of a good woman is the propelling 

force behind the regeneration of a weak male character. As Leonami 

Lutwack points out in his Heroic Fiction. "Annixter begins his catreer as 

a comic figure in the fauniliaLr Western story of the uncouth m2ae*s 

awakening to feminine influence; in the end he appears as a man of truly 

heroic proportions."^ Annixter. the opinionated, short-tempered, rough-

spoken young rancher, provides most of the humor in the eau:ly pairt of 

the novel, patrticularly in the scenes with his dairy-maid, Hilma. 

Norris says that "Annixter pretended to be a womain-hater, for no other 

reason than that he was a very bull-calf of awkwairdness in feminine sur

roundings. "'̂  He is suspicious of women and their motives toward him, 

yet Hilma's ample charms prove irresistible to this self-styled miso

gynist. At first, his attraction to her is purely sexual, and after a 

number of amusingly awkward encounters between the two, Annixter deter

mines to taJce her as a mistress, setting her up in an apartment in near

by San Francisco. He tells her, 

. . . I want you with me all the time. I want you should have 
a home that's my home, too. I want to take care of you, and 
have you all for myself, you understand. What do you say?6 

Hilma, virtuous young girl that she is, assumes Annixter is pro

posing marriaige. They happily maike plans, each unaware of the other's 

intentions. At last it dawns on Annixter that Hilma has visions of mat

rimony, and he clumsily makes his meaning clear to her. Hilma reacts 

with the same "natural instinctive purity" that young Haight had assured 

Lutwack, p. 29* 

^Complete Edition. I, p. 25. 

^Complete Edition. I, p. 46. 
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Vandover was innate in all young girls. 

Hilma leaped back from him with an instinctive recoil of her 
whole being, throwing out her hamds in a gesture of defence, 
fearing she knew not what. There was as yet no sense of insult 
in her mind, no outraged modesty. She was only terrified. It 
was as though searching for wild flowers she had come suddenly 
upon a snake.7 

Hilma and her faunily immediately pack up and leave for the city, 

driven away by Annixter's revealing the ''brute, beast that he was." 

Once she is out of reach, Annixter suddenly realizes that the base 

sexual attraction he had felt has been transformed into a deep, spir

itual love for Hilma, and he himself is metaimorphosed. "This poor, 

crude fellow, harsh, hard, narrow, with his unlovely nature, his fierce 

truculency, his selfishness, his obstinacy, abruptly knew that all the 

sweetness of life, all the great vivifying eternal force of humanity had 
o 

burst into life within him." He immediately follows Hilma to San 

Francisco and persuades her that this time he earnestly desires to maJce 

her his wife, and so they are wed. Once he has opened his heaurt to love 

for Hilma, the seeds of kindness and unselfishness begin to blossom in 

him, and he reaches out to help his neighbors in their struggles with 

the railroad. He has to atgree with Hilma when she tells him, 

"You wouldn*t have thought of being kind to Mrs. Dyke and Sidney 
a little while aigo. You wouldn*t have thought of them at all. 
But you did now, and it*s just because you love me true. isn*t 
it? Isn*t it? And because it*s made you a better man."9 

The other important female character, Angele Varian. is contrasted 

sharply with Hilma. This contrast was carefully planned and executed by 

"̂ Complete Edition. II, p. 51, 
Q 

"Complete Edition. II, p. 82. 
^Complete Edition. II, p. 148. 
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Norris from the first. In his notes for The Octopus, Norris wrote. 

Contrary Hilma and Angele. Hilma adways seen in sun. Angele 
at night under moon. One haile. honest, radiant. The other 
mysterious, troublous, perplexing. Hilma the embodiment of 
day. [Angelel the embodiment of night. . . . She is the symbol 
of the wheat.J-0 

His physical description of Angele*s exotic beauty is quite different 

from that of Hilma or his other strong, healthy, Nordic heroines with 

their abundance of animal vigor. She is "beautiful almost beyond 

expression. . . . with her hair of gold hanging in two straight plaits 

on either side of her face, making three-cornered her round, white fore

head; her wonderful eyes, violet blue, heavy lidded, with their aston

ishing upward slant towatrd the temples, with the slant that gave a 

strange oriental cast to her face, perplexing, enchanting." Her most 

unusual features, mentioned each time she is mentioned in the novel, are 

"the Egyptian fulness of the lips" and the strange balancing movement of 

her head upon her slender neck, the "same movement that one sees in a 

snaike at poise." 

Although frequent references to Angele and her strange beauty aire 

sprinkled throughout the novel, she herself is not a character in the 

story, since she died in childbirth years before the novel begins. She 

and Vanamee, a young college-educated shepherd who plays only a small 

part in the novel, had been in love and met secretly every night in the 

old Mission gairden. until one night when she was raped by a mysterious 

*'Other" whose identity was never discovered. She died within the year. 

^^Ahnebrink. pp. 462, 466. 

^^Complete Edition. I, pp. 33-34. 
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giving birth to a daughter. When Vanamee enters the novel, he is still 

possessed by her memory, visiting her grave at night and Imagining that 

in some mysterious manner he can contact her spirit amd bring her back 

from the dead. Amazingly, she does come to him one night, appearing 

exactly as Vanamee remembers her, unchanged. She is neither a product 

of Vanamee*s obsessed imaiginatlon nor a ghose incaimate, but (even more 

improbably) Angele*s daughter, grown to womanhood amd sleepwalking in 

the garden. No effort is made to explain how she could have grown up 

practically next door to Vanamee without his having seen her before. 

This romantic subplot seems to have even less to do with the 

ranchers* struggle with the railroad than does the love aiffair between 

Hilma and Annixter. Its presence in the novel has puzzled many critics 

who feel it detracts from the power of the central plot, amd yet Norris 

is quite explicit about its purpose. After Angele*s daughter leaves the 

garden, still sleepwalking, and the priest at the Mission explains her 

identity to Vanamee, the young shepherd waits for the dawn, pondering 

the mystery of Angele*s reincarnation. 

Angele or Angele*s daughter, it was all one with him. It was 
She. Death was overcome. The grave vamquished. Life, ever-
renewed, alone existed.^2 

As the Sim rises, Vanaunee suddenly sees that the earth before him is 

covered with wheat, from one end of the horizon to the other. 

Once more the pendulum of the seasons swung in its mighty arc, 
from death back to life. Life out of death, eternity rising from 
out dissolution. There was the lesson. Angele was not the 
symbol, but the proof of immortality. The seed dying, rotting 
and corrupting in the earth; rising again in life unconquerable, 
and in immaculate purity—Angele dying as she gave birth to her 

^^Complete Edition. II, p. 106. 
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little daughter, life springing from her death—the pure, 
unconquerable, coming forth from the defiled.^3 

This is the theme of The Octopus. Out of death and corruption comes 

life. The ranchers lost their battle against the corrupt railroad offi

cials, and some of them were killed in the struggle. 

But the WHEAT remained. . . . Through the welter of blood at 
the irrigating ditch, through the sham chairity and shallow 
philanthropy of famine-relief committees, the great harvest 
of Los Muertos rolled like a flood from the Sierras to the 
Himalayas to feed thousands of starving scarecrows on the 
batrren plains of India. . . . Greed, cruelty, selfishness, 
and inhumanity are short-lived; the individual suffers, but 
the race goes on. Annixter dies, but in a far-distant comer 
of the world a thousand lives are saved. The larger view 
ailways and through all shams, all wickednesses, discovers the 
Truth that will, in the end, prevail, and all things, surely. 
Inevitable, resistlessly work together for good.^^ 

The story of Angele *s reincarnation not only parallels the story of 

the wheat, it also adds to the epic quality which Norris wished to 

achieve in this novel. The was between the ranchers and the railroad is 

in itself a tale of heroic proportions, but Norris used a vauriety of 

devices to increase the epic nature of his story. Leonard Lutwaick 

points out that "in addition to making frequent allusions to Homer amd 

the Odyssey, Norris uses Homeric epithets consistently with certain 

chairacters: Hilma always has * thick, moist hair, * Angele *llps of 

almost Egyptian fullness.*"^ There is more to Angele*s mythic quality 

than her physical appearance. Lutwack discusses parallels between 

Angele's story and two ancient myths, the Demeter-Persephone myth and 

the Orpheus myth. About the first he says, 

^3complete Edition. II, p. 106. 
14 
•^Complete Editio] 
^Lutwawjk, p. 26. 

14' 
•̂ ^Complete Edition. I I , pp. 36O-6I. 
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The maiden dwellir.g in the realm of death, the imagery of queen-
liness, the profusion of flowers in every description of the 
Vision," and particularly the association of growing wheat with 
the retum of the departed daughter to life point to the myth of 
Demeter and Persephone. To Vanamee, Angele and her daughter 
appear as a single person. . . . This accords in the myth with 
the merging of the goddesses into a single figure which is noted 
both by anthropologists, who speak of "the essential identity of 
mother and daughter," and by Jungian psychologists, who inter
pret Demeter and Persephone as a single anima capable of self-
renewal . ^^ 

Concerning the resemblance of Vanamee amd Angele to Orpheus and his 

Euiydice. Lutwack says. 

Vanamee is Norris's Orpheus seeking his depairted lover, who, 
like Eurydice, has been ravished by a "serpent." Vanaunee's 
midnight vigils in the Mission garden, where there are nine 
graves, including Angele*s, are his descent into the land of 
the dead to rescue his beloved with the help of his magicail 
gift of thought transference. In accordance with the Orpheus 
myth Norris describes him as a "poet by instinct," a gentle 
and reserved shepherd, a lover of the sky. He is distraught 
over the loss of his sweetheart and night after night he exerts 
his "curious power of attraction" in order to caill Angele back 
ftom the grave.^7 

Hilma, to a lesser degree, is also portrayed as a kind of earth god

dess. Norris* plan to show Hilma always in the sun amd Angele adways at 

night under the moon was an effort to maike his heroines echo the ever-

changing, ever-renewing cycle of day amd night, amd of life amd death. 

Lutwack refers to Hilma as "the goddess of light and life" and to Angele 

18 
as "the goddess of death." Hilma, like Angele. is closely associated 

with the wheat. When Annixter at last admits to himself that he loves 

Hilma, after a ni^ht of wrestling with his soul, he looks out upon the 

dawning day and suddenly sees that the earth is no longer barren. 

^^utwack, pp. 33-34. 

^^Lutwack, p. 32. 

^^utwack, p. 39. 
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There it was, the Wheat, the Wheat! Ihe little seed long 
planted, germinating in the deep, dark furrows of the soil, 
straining, swelling, suddenly in one night had burst upwami 
to the light. The wheat had come up. . . . Once more the 
Titan, benignant, calm, stirred and woke, and the morning 
abruptly blazed into glory upon the spectacle of a man whose 
heart leaped exuberant with the love of a woman, and am 
exulting earth gleaming transcendent with the radiant magnifi
cence of an inviolable pledge.^9 

There are several minor female chauracters in the novel who aire worth 

notice. Minna Hooven, a young faurm girl who fadls into poverty and 

prostitution when she moves to the city, is portrayed in Norris* typical 

naturalistic manner. The satiricatl portrayal of Mrs. CedaLrqulst, a 

wealthy, gushing society woman, provides a spot of humor. According to 

Franklin Walker, she was based on a real person, a prominent member of a 

literary club of San Francisco, "who. addressing Norris fervently with 

clasped hands, gushed, 'Oh, Mr. Norris, when did you first know that you 

20 
had this wonderful power?*" Norris* finest minor portrait is that of 

Annie Derrick, wife of Magnus Derrick, leader of the ramchers* rebel

lion. She had been independent when younger, supporting herself by 

teaching school, but she married a well-to-do, ambitious man amd subor

dinated her dreatms of travel and culture to her role as helpmate. 

Although she grew up on a small farm, the vast ranchlamds amd endless 

acres of wheat frighten her; Magnus* world is too immense for her mind 

to encompass and she becomes progressively more nervous amd disturbed. 

She takes refuge in books and little poetry magazines. A person of some 

education and intelligence, she imagines herself to have an "artistic" 

^^Complete Edition. II. pp. 82-83. 

^^alker, p. 251. 
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temperament, but Norris reveals that her taste in art and literature is 

shallow and pedestrian. She has mamy weaknesses, yet when her husband 

is ruined financially by the railroad and his reputation shattered when 

he allows himself to be drawn into a dishonest scheme, she finds the 

strength to stand by him in his hour of need. Although her part is a 

very minor one, she has the makings of an extremely complex chsu:acter, 

and in many ways resembles Norris* most well-developed fematle character, 

Laura Jadwin of The Pit. 

The Pit, Norris' last complete novel, is generally regarded as one 

of his poorest. It suffers greatly by comparison with The Octopus, and 

compaLTlson is inevitable since both are part of Norris* projected "wheat 

trilogy," which was never completed. Curtis Jadwin*s struggle to comer 

the market on wheat is never as dramatic as the ramchers* battle with 

the railroad, amd the wheat loses its force as a symbol in The Pit since 

it cannot be physically present in the Chicaigo market as it is in the 

ranchlamds of California. The most frequently heaaxi criticism of The 

Pit is that such drama as there is in Jadwin *s maneuvers in the Wheat 

Pit is vitiated by the emphasis Norris places upon the story of the 

unhappy marriage between Jadwin and Laura Dearborn. There is no doubt 

that the wheat theme is weakened by Norris* insistence on presenting 

most of the novel from Laura*s point of view, since she neither compre

hends nor wants to comprehend the events in the Wheat Pit. Laura, 

nevertheless, certainly contributed to the populau: success of The Pit, 

which quickly became a best-seller despite its artistic failures. 

Whereas the heroines of Norris* "populatr trilogy" are Ideaullzed beyond 

believability, and even Trina, Norris' masterpiece of naturalism, is 



58 

presented as a case study in abnormal psychology rather than as a real, 

multifaceted female, Laura is a real person, with both strengths and 

weaiknesses. 

Laura's first appearance gives few clues as to whether she is to be 

another "new woman" resembling the "popular" heroines, or a naturailistlc 

character in the same vein as Trina. She is described as being very 

tall, but very slender; she has neither the muscular build of Moran nor 

the c\irvaceous womanliness of Hilma Tree. Her ivory complexion and her 

black hair, which is "abundant, thick, extremely heavy, continually cor

uscating with sombre murky reflections, tragic, in a sense vaguely por

tentous,—the coiffure of a heroine of romance, doomed to dark crises,' 

remind one of Trina. Yet she is in no way as passive as Trina. When 

she meets Jauiwin for the first time, she takes charge of the situation 

from the first, introducing herself in a straightforward, even bold man

ner. Jadwin is as much impressed by her seriousness and intelligence as 

by her beauty. When she realizes this, she begins to compare Jadwin to 

Sheldon Corthell, her current beau. "Corthell spoke only of her heart 

and to her heart. But Jadwin made her feel—or rather she made herself 

92 

feel when he talked to her—that she had a head as well as a heart. 

Like Blix, Laura looks for equaility and companionship in her affairs 

with men. 

Laura is unlike Blix, however, in that she lacks sincerity in love. 

Her determination to be independent has led to a degree of selfishness 

^^Complete Edition, IX, p. 2. 

^Complete Edition. IX, p. 31. 
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in her character. She pictures herself as the heroine of a chivalrlc 

romance, telling her sister, 

"A man ought to love a womam more tham she loves him. It ought 
to be enough for him it she lets him give her everything she 
wants in the world. He ought to serve her like the old knights 
—give up his whole life to satisfy some whim of hers; and it's 
her part, if she likes, to be cold amd distant. That's my idea 
of love."23 

Consequently, she sees nothing wrong in toying with young Landry Court, 

who worships her amd begs her to marry him, even though she is aware 

that her yoimger sister Page is attracted to Lamdry. "It was very sweet 

to have this clean, fine-fibred young boy so earnestly in love with her, 

very sweet that the lifting of her finger, the mere tremble of her eye-

24 
lid should so perturb him." At the same time, she encourages Sheldon 

Corthell to believe she may accept his marriaige proposal.. 

S he knew very well that she did not wamt to marry him. She 
had done him an injustice; but in the matter of righting her
self with him, correcting his false impression, she was willing 
to procrastinate. She wanted him to love her, to pay her all 
those innumerable little attentions which he manaiged with such 
faultless delicacy. To say: "No, Mr. Corthell, I do not love 
you, I will never be your wife." would—this time—be final. 
He would go away, and she had no intention of allowing him to 
do that.25 

Eventually she says "yes" to Curtis Jadwin, but. unlike the popular 

heroines, she has not been sharply transformed by love. Her selfish 

nature remains the same. She tells her sister, "He loves me, amd he is 

26 
rich. Isn*t that enough?" She seems to think more about the material 

^^Complete Edition. IX, p. 159. 

^^Complete Edition. IX. p. 48. 

^Complete Edition. IX. p. 35. 

^^Complete Edition. IX. p. I59. 
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advantages in marriage than about the man she is to mairry, telling her 

aunt, "I'm just going to live. Think of it, that beautiful house, and 

servants, and carriages, and paintings, and. oh. honey, how I will dress 

27 
the part!" When chlded for her greediness, she replies, "I would 

marry a ragamuffin if he gave me all those things—gave them to me 

28 
because he loved me." 

Franklin Walker points out that Laura amd Jadwin are in mamy ways 

portraits of Norris' mother and father, and that their courtship resem-

29 

bles that of Norris' parents. ^ Like Mrs. Norris, Laura has consider

able tailent as an actress, but she gives up her dreams of appearing pro

fessionally on stage after her marriaige. She appeaurs to be the perfect 

wife, amd yet one suspects that this is merely one of her "awts," as is 

the role of a "great lady" she puts on to intimidate the servants. As 

Laura has told Mrs. Cressler, an older friend, "I was one girl one 

30 
minute amd another another. I don't know myself these days."^ Her 

real feelings about life and love confuse her, so she submerges her own 

personality in one role after another. 

Carrying off these little acts requires a great deal of self-

absorption. Laura pays little attention to Jadwin except in his sup

porting role as loving husbamd. She neither knows nor cares anything 

about his business in the Wheat Pit, and so is unaware of what is going 

on when he becomes addicted to speculation in the maurket and risks 

^^Complete Edition. IX, p. l6l. 

^Complete Edition. IX, p. l62. 

^^alker, p. 8. 

3Qcomplete Edition. IX, p. 154. 
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everything he owns trying to comer wheat. She is only aware that he is 

paying less and less attention to her. As Donald Pizer says, 

Laura fails in her duty toward Jadwin in two vital ways. She 
does not help him fight his gambling instincts (as Blix helped 
Condy) and, as her sister Page tells her. she divorces herself 
from his business life and therefore connot help him when he 
needs her support and guidamce. She fails as a wife despite 
her potential as a "man's woman" because she is still dominated 
by the selfishness which characterized her life before her mar
riage. As she and Jadwin drift faurther apaurt. she is consumed 
by self-pity, boredom, and hurt pride.31 

As Laura sees her maurriaige becoming less amd less the romantic ideal 

she had envisioned, she becomes moody, nervous, even neurotic. 

At every hour she changed; her moods came and went with a rapidity 
that bewildered all those who were around her. At times her 
gaiety filled the whole of her beautiful house; at times she shut 
herself in her apartments, denying herself to everyone, and her 
head bowed upon her folded airms. wept as though her heart was 
breaJcing, without knowing why.32 

Still self-centered, she never imaigines that Jadwin's increasing absences 

from home could be a result of anything but a lack of attractiveness in 

herself. In one of the most drajnatic scenes in the novel, she attempts 

to win him back by costuming herself as various beautiful women in 

literature and performing for him. He is dazzled but a bit frightened 

by this new side of his ladylike wife. Just as it appeaurs that she has 

succeeded in rekindling their romance, however, Jadwin*s business asso

ciate appears and spirits him away to plam the strategy for their final 

taJceover of the market. 

Lacking any understanding of the world of business, Laura begins to 

turn to someone who seems to understand her "artistic" temperauaent 

3^Pizer, Novels, p. 172. 

3^Complete Edition. IX, p. 278. 
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better, Sheldon Corthell, the artist who had courted her before her mar

riage and still loves her. He has just retumed from Europe, and she is 

easily impressed by his seeming culture and sophistication. She invites 

him to visit her frequently on the pretext that he is to teach her about 

art, music, and literature, but deep inside she reaLLizes that she is 

still, as always, extremely conscious of her womamliness when Corthell 

is around. Norris implies, though he never says so explicitly, that 

there is a strong sexual attraction between the two. The novel reaches 

a climax when Jadwin is financially destroyed in the Wheat Pit, while 

Laura sits adone in her mansion, utterly unaware of the crisis in 

Jadwin*s life, thinking only that he no longer loves her because he has 

not rettimed as promised to celebrate her birthday. When Corthell 

appears unexpectedly with a birthday gift, she is ready to be persuaded 

to run away with him, and she agrees to be ready to leave the following 

evening. Yet when Jadwin finally comes home, a broken man, at last 

truly In need of receiving her love instead of ready to give her every

thing she asks, the selfish, neurotic young woman is transformed into a 

strong, giving "man*s woman." She and Jadwin leave together to start a 

new life in the West. 

Charles C. Walcutt is mistaken in saying that Jadwin "might as well 

be pursuing other women."33 if that were true. The Pit would be am old. 

old story. The emergence of big business and the wealthy business 

tycoon on the American scene in the late nineteenth century produced a 

new kind of heroine, the woman whose greatest rivaJ. was not another 

33charles Child Walcutt. American Literary Naturalism; A Divided 
Stream (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1956), p. 155. 
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woman but her husbamd*s business. There are weaJaiesses in Norris* por

trait of Laura, and mamy more weaJoiesses in The Pit as a whole, but 

Laura *s dilemma, struck such a responsive chord in the American con

sciousness that The Pit remained a popular novel for years despite its 

lEu:k of artistic merit. 



CHAPT5E V 

CCNCLUSIOf 

In October, 1902, Frank Norris was working on the third novel in his 

"wheat trilogy," a story of the distribution of wheat in Europe, which 

he planned to cadi The Wolf, when he was suddenly stricken with appendi

citis and, not realizing that the pain in his side was serious enough to 

require a doctor*s attention, he died of peritonitis. He was only 

thirty-two, yet he left behind him seven complete novels, in addition to 

one long metrical romance and a number of short stories amd essays. 

Assuming that McTeague was not begun until 1893 at the earliest, which 

seems probable, one finds that Norris wrote all his novels within the 

spam of ten years. In all probability, this prodigious amount of 

writing has hurt rather than helped Norris* literary reputation. His 

worst novels were too obviously hastily conceived amd written, and the 

weaJuiesses in his best works may well be the product of the lau:k of 

careful planning and revision to be found in the writings of many impa

tient, enthusiastic young writers who are eaiger to get on with the next 

project before the last is completed. The man who delighted in signing 

his letters *'the boy Zola" was indeed, in many ways, still a boy when he 

died. One suspects that the melodramatic plots amd two-dimensional 

chauracters in his novels are not so much the work of am untadented 

artist as the reflection of a boyish naivete that could at one moment 

swallow whole all the scientific and philosophical fauis of the day and 

the next moment put faith in the love of a good woman as the solution to 

all man's problems. 

64 



65 

Norris' female characters reflect his development as a novelist. In 

Vandover and the Brute, the women are merely stereotypes: the Good 

Girl, the Fast Girl, the Fallen Woman. They are nothing more than envi

ronmental Influences on the protagonist. In McTeague. Trina is not only 

a part of McTeague's environment, she herself is a masterpiece of natu

ralistic degeneration, the helpless victim of heredity, environment, 

instinct and chance. Yet the naturalistic view of man as am animal 

without free will necessarily limits Trina's complexity. 

Although the "populair" heroines, Moram, Blix, amd Lloyd, cam hardly 

be labeled stereotypes, since Norris' ideal "mam's woman" was so radi

cally different from the fair and fainting damsel of earlier populair 

fiction, they are little more tham variations on a single pattern in 

Norris' mind, a fantasy rather than a real woman. Even Blix is ideal

ized in Norris* eyes because he loves her; Jeannette Blau:k could never 

have been as perfect as her fictional counterpart is supposed to be. 

Nevertheless, the way in which Norris depaurbs from the usual in his por

trayal of strong, indipendent females who "do things" indicates a 

growing awau:eness of the changes taJting place in the role of women in 

the late nineteenth century. 

In The Octopus the women are not well-developed, but they are not 

Intended to be. Norris' use of the female characters as symbols to con

vey his theme shows a broadening of his literary skills. The Pit is a 

weaker novel because the wheat symbolism is lost, but the character of 

Laura shows indications of a new maturity in Norris, a fortunate fall 

from the earlier innocence which saw women as either black or white, 

never in shades of gray. Laura is neither stereotype nor symbol, but a 
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real woman, with all the complexity of a living, breathing human bein^. 

She is strong and independent, and has all the potential to become 

another "man's woman," but she is also selfish, materialistic, nervous, 

and confused by her sexual feelings. The reader is never certain 

whether she will save Jadwin from his gambling instincts, as Blix did 

Condy, or whether her selfishness will destroy Jadwin as Trina's greed 

destroyed McTeague. In the end he is destroyed by his speculation in 

the market without La.ura's ever becoming aware of what is happening, but 

Laura's transformation into a "man's woman" indicates that her love for 

him will make him into a reail man again. The ending is unsatisfactory 

because Laura's transformation taJces place within the turn of a page; it 

is difficult to believe that all the conflicts in her personality could 

be resolved instantly with her realization of Jadwin's genuine need. 

Despite this flaw, the complexity of Laura's character indicates that 

Norris had grown up enough to see a female character as she really was, 

not as he thought she ought to be. His use of a new theme in litera

ture, the rivalry between a woman and her husband's business, shows that 

he was aware of the social changes taJcing place in America at the turn 

of the century and their potential as literary material. Frank Norris 

never becauae a great writer; but a study of his development during his 

brief career brings one to the sad conclusion, "It might have been." 
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